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The Long Way Home

A Man, Yelling “Echo,
Echo,” Out There

F

ifteen people had cr ammed sleeping bags onto the floor
of the Guyot Shelter deep in the White Mountains that wet August
night. The structure’s open front faced rows of dark pines. I stood on the
platform edge, staring into the light curtain of rain. All around, stoves hissed,
sleeping bags zipped, spoons clanged against pots. I had just given the rest
of my extra stove fuel to a guy who’d settled into the only chair, a seat hewn
out of an old stump and propped at the edge of the platform. He sat looking
out as if not seeing.
The man now said he had deliberately not brought enough fuel. “I’m out
for ten days,” he droned. “My stove holds enough fuel for nine meals. This is
the eighth meal. I don’t carry extra fuel, to save weight.”
He didn’t smile but just looked out into the dark, stroking his long, dark hair.
And then he started a monologue. “This strange thing happened the
other night,” he said. “I was on the Davis Path, staying at the Resolution
Shelter.” This was in 2002, a decade before the Appalachian Mountain Club’s
backcountry crew finally tore down that shelter because the U.S. Forest
Service wants to get rid of structures in the Wilderness areas. The Resolution
Shelter was named after a forested mountain few visitors seek out—Mount
Resolution. Both shelter and peak honor the resolve of Nathaniel Davis, a
nineteenth-century trail builder who had graded a fifteen-mile bridle path to
the top of Mount Washington. Few tread this path now.
The guy said, “I’m more afraid of humans than I am of anything else in
the woods. There was a guy out in the dark somewhere nearby. I couldn’t see
him. But he kept calling out to me as if he wanted me to answer him. He had
amazing skills, because he never showed himself. He kept calling out: ‘Yodel!
Yodel! Yodel! Echo! Echo!’ I ignored him for a long time. But then I answered
him in a tiny voice, ‘echo.’ He just kept yelling out those words over and over.
“I sat there until about 8 o’clock, listening to this,” he said. “Then I decided
to pack up and leave for the next shelter.”

6 Appalachia
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He said he had no headlamp or flashlight, just a little 2-inch-long penlight,
the sort you buy at a convenience store and affix to a key ring. He flicked the
light on for a second with his thumb. “I kept thinking that someone without
my skills could have slipped and hit his head on a rock,” he said, “but I got out
onto the trail and made pretty good time going 2 miles.” He thought he heard
the man following alongside him off the path, but he wasn’t sure.
	I shifted to the other foot. I did not move away. Only a few of the men
were listening with one ear, it seemed, as they went about their business of
putting away their gear for the night. But I listened attentively. I began to
run over in my mind what he was saying. It didn’t quite make sense to me—
packing up after dark and hiking out past the unseen intruder.
At the next shelter (which must have been the now-torn-down Rocky
Branch Shelter Number 1), “I spent a fitless night,” he said. He must have
meant “fitful,” and I suppressed the urge to correct him.
“I didn’t know where the guy was. He had to be out there, waiting. My
friends ask me if I’m afraid of bears. I say I worry most about humans.” And
he flicked his penlight as he sat.
This happened twelve years ago. I have debated with myself since then
whether the man had made up the whole thing and whether he himself had
been the yodeler. In which case I was politely hanging out with a creep while
the other men around me used some sixth sense and avoided him.
	I believe that I am an expert in most backpacking skills and that I can take
care of myself in the woods. The rape and murder rates in remote areas (about
300 over a period of five years in the national parks, for example) don’t come
close to that on city streets (428 per 100,000 people in 2011, the FBI reports).
But this storyteller, even if a truth teller, made my landscape feel creepier that
night. He did it for his own ego. And I stood by his tree-stump-chair throne
giving him an audience.
Every few years, I review that night. I sit on my own chair, staring out
into my own woods, lost in my own judgments about the man who escaped
the yodeling stalker. Assuming he told the truth, his story made me think
more about those unlikely dangers. But if the man at Guyot Shelter lied,
and the echo-man never existed, then I encouraged his fraudulent bravery by
standing by, listening for so long. If he lied, that means that he was trying to
impress the only woman at the shelter. Perhaps he could not perceive awe in
the forest just by considering the forest. He had to make up a story.
—Christine Woodside
Editor-in-Chief
winter/spring 2014 7
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At the Edge of the Yard
A dying mother tells her daughter,
“The woods were calling you”
Sally Manikian

8 Appalachia
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I used to go for these longs walks with the dog, and then come home
and write.
—My mother, on her life as a poet, an artist, and a woman before she had me.

O

ne winter evening, a number of years ago, when I was
a daughter home for the holidays from graduate school, my
mother sent me out to get the newspaper from the end of the driveway.
We had forgotten to pick it up earlier, and in the post-dinner warmth
of a woodstove and her leather couch, my mother wanted to read the
New York Times. In a daughter’s service to her mother, I put on a
heavy coat and winter boots and went outside.
	In my mind, the driveway at my childhood home was always very long, a
stretch of asphalt leading underneath and through dark white pines toward
the beacon of light at the barn and from the house windows. Until only a few
years before, I used to fear the darkness around the driveway. Returning after
dark, I would clutch my car keys and walk faster, refusing to look around. If I
made eye contact with the darkness, the unknown dangers and threats would
manifest out of the woods.
	On this night, I picked up the newspaper from the ice dam at the end of
the driveway and turned back toward the house. I lingered as I passed into the
shadows of the white pines, I paused at the edge of the circle of light cast by
the exterior light of the barn. With a few more steps, I’d be inside that circle,
and a few more steps would bring me safely inside, where it was warm, and
where my mother sat waiting.
	It was a clear night, and cold. Light snow dusted the grass, and I had been
inside all day. This night, I had a different idea of where I wanted to go. So,
instead of continuing my path up the driveway, I turned from the yellow
lights of doors and windows and headed toward the dark blacks and blues and
silvery snow of the backyard.
Everything felt whole and complete. I had no fear, no thickening rush of
a heartbeat, no desire to flee. When I realized that I had to return to somewhere, I didn’t feel a draw to the house and its lighted windows and warm
glow. I wanted to go into the woods. I wanted to be where I felt comfortable.
I wasn’t ready to go inside.

Sally Manikian’s mother, Jamie Stephenson, with her dog, in 1979 or 1980.

MANIKIAN FAMILY
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But, I had dawdled long enough. My mother was waiting, and I had taken
much longer than I should have to get the newspaper. When I told her about
the walk into the backyard, and how I'd felt at the edge of the yard, she
said, with a mother’s joyful amusement, “Oh, Sally, the woods were calling
you.” I listened as she confirmed my emerging identity, comforted that she
understood. I handed her the newspaper and joined her on the couch.
The reason I had gone out to retrieve that newspaper was not only that
I wanted to help my mother, but that my mother couldn’t walk.
Between 2002 and 2011, Lou Gehrig’s disease (amyotrophic
lateral sclerosis, or ALS) pulled my mother through a series of changes, each
small, and together, fatal. The disease started in her right leg, progressed
through her extremities, and reached her torso and lungs. It killed her fingers,
slowed her speech, consumed her muscles, exposed the ridge of her spine
and the sharp angles of her shoulder blades, and rendered her legs thin and
knobby. After nine years, she depended on a ventilator, a feeding tube, and
the care of a small army of aides and nurses and family. She did not leave her
room on her own for two years.
While this beautiful person who had created and guided me into a rulebreaking life of adventure and strength lay ill and confined, I spent most of
my days outside. Two years after her diagnosis, I finished my graduate work
and moved back to New Hampshire, taking the only job I saw myself doing:
working in the northern end of the White Mountains as a backcountry
caretaker at Carter Notch Hut. I spent two years as a caretaker year-round,
at campsites, cabins, and roving around the rugged Mahoosuc Range on
the New Hampshire–Maine border. I settled into the rhythm of life in New
Hampshire’s Coos County. I skied on logging roads, helped friends with
maple sugaring season, and became a dog musher. I found summer fieldwork
jobs. I scraped together a living from adjunct professorships and community
outreach work. I spent most of my time outside: As my mother had said, the
woods were calling me.
But so was my mother. Every two weeks at first, and eventually every
week, I committed myself to a six-hour-round-trip drive back to where my
mother lay in her bed. I would sit by her side for anywhere from one to four
days at a time. We would watch a stream of movies. I would work in her room
and around the house from a list of tasks she gave me. I would tell her which
mountains I’d climbed, stories I’d written, bread I’d baked. I ran her finances,

10 Appalachia
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Sally Manikian with her dog, Quid, at the Mount Washington Observatory when
she was working as a winter caretaker at the Randolph Mountain Club’s Gray Knob
cabin. EDITH TUCKER

managed her health care, cooked food for my siblings, and occasionally took
my younger, developmentally disabled sister, Caroline, out shopping.
	I felt a pull every time I drove down there. I felt a pull away from my
friends, my house, and away from the mountains and woods I needed.
Leaving for Mom’s bedside hit me the hardest during glorious moments like
a February’s new snow, a sunny day in May, a bright orange September, or
the winter’s first major snow. Those were the times I wanted to be outside.
My selfish emotions then smacked into reality: My mother was dying ever so
slowly. She herself had formed a life around the natural world. She was losing
her ability not just to go outside, but to breathe.
	I felt frustrated at everything at home: that I could not understand what
she needed, that I could not halt time or the progression of her illness,
and—selfish daughter that I was—that I wanted to be doing something else
other than caring for her. Immediately, I felt guilty for feeling that way.
My mother and I—like all mothers and growing-up daughters—
navigated constant change in our relationship. She had taught me to explore
and create my adult self. A dichotomy developed between my love of her life
and her wisdom and my love of escape into the woods, trees, and fresh air.
Whittle away those nine years of my life to a core, and this was what was left:

winter/spring 2014 11
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that I simply wanted to live a wild life. But another drive and directing force
lay at the very baseline of those years of caretaking and growth: the love I
felt for my mother, slowly dying in her house. When she smiled at me, I was
captivated. My world paused. It didn’t matter, then, that I’d just driven three
hours south, I had left my friends behind, or that I was about to spend the
next several days helping her write, talk, bathe, eat, and stay alive.
	I felt the pull to stay.
My mother’s decline and my day-to-day life in the woods of
the North Country merged in cell phone messages.
When I went into the woods, whether for a single day or an eleven-day
hitch, I was always ambivalent toward my cell phone. I would leave it at my
house, or in my truck, or, sometimes, turned off in a plastic bag buried in my
pack. Cell service is spotty in the Mahoosucs, where I spent two years, and
elsewhere in the Whites, where I still range, now as a supervisor of field staff.
	I started to view my cell phone as a source of stress and fear. It would
come with the beep of a new voice mail or missed call from my mother or my
aunt. Before I would press the button to listen, I would do a quick recap, a
speedy evaluation, of the last time I had seen my mother. I would remember
how upset she had been or that she had looked scared, her face contorted in
tears and her body uncomfortable. When a call would come, unexpectedly,
anytime other than directly before my next visit (usually her figuring out
when I would be at the house), I knew it was bad.
The message might say she’d been hospitalized, had an emotional
breakdown, or suffered a rugged infection that wouldn’t let go. All of them
were requests for me to come home, to see her, to spend days and hours
inside at her bedside giving over to serving her needs and only her needs,
while the outside and my independent life continued on.
	I’ve received these messages after a morning spent doing hard trail
reconstruction, a body tired from wrestling with rock. I’ve received them at
the end of an adrenaline-rush day of felling trees with a chain saw. I’ve received
them while driving down a rutted potholed backwoods road, shoulders slick
with sweat from running the last two miles down the trail. I’ve received
them in the setting sunlight of dusk toward the end of an eleven-day stint in
the woods.
The common thread I draw out is that I remember the ones I received at a
moment when I feel I’ve controlled something. The rock went in the ground,
the tree fell right where I wanted it to, I made it down the trail faster than
12 Appalachia
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I thought I would, and I made my work plan for the next four days in the
woods. Finding my way in life, a life now driven by the field for my work and
a woodlot and a dog team for my home, I feel a sense of satisfaction when
something goes right. It was a sense of confidence, that firm alignment of my
vision of life with the work I did on the ground. It was my identity forming,
that identity of my 20s. This was often punctuated by a phone call from
my mother, calling me back, derailing the fine balance I deluded myself I’d
achieved by building a rock staircase or climbing a craggy alpine summit in
the dead of winter.
In December 2010, my mother fell unconscious. Her heart
wasn’t pumping enough blood to her head. She was unresponsive and barely
breathing. Her nurse made the call to take her to the hospital.
Her nurse also called me. I was, of course, in the woods completing the
second day of my chain-saw certification course. I was fueled that day by the
focus of the puzzle and dangers of tree felling and chain-saw operation. I had
spent the day outside in the blistering cold of Maine, experiencing the poetry
of a chain saw and reading the binds of tall trees.1 I returned home with a
piece of the first tree I had cut with the chain saw, and I returned home to
find the message from the nurse.
My mother had been hospitalized before. It grew no less scary each time.
I felt drained and terrified. I had a house to shut down and a sick dog to care
for. I left—as always when these calls came—not sure when I’d be back. I
would pack the essence of my life when I flew to my mother’s side: books,
journals, a warm sweater, a bottle of wine, and always something to wear
outside. A pair of running shoes and a Windbreaker, perhaps, but sometimes
gear for working out in my mother’s backyard.
My family’s home sat on 6 acres that are mostly wooded. I had played
in the wetlands as a child, and I climbed the trees as an adult. I became my
mother’s groundskeeper early in her illness, raking the leaves in the fall and
mulching the shrubs in the spring. As she needed me at her bedside more and
more, I found less time to maintain her land. But, although it meant time
away from her side, my guilt always lessened slightly when I worked in her
yard, because I still, in some way, served her and not (selfishly) myself. It was
a compromise.
1 “Binds” are areas in a fallen or leaning tree where tree cutters perceive a chain saw might get
stuck, or bound, in the trunk.

winter/spring 2014 13

Appalachia_WS2014_FINAL pages_11.6.indd 13

11/6/13 7:11 AM

Sally Manikian in the field, overseeing the construction of the Appalachian Mountain
Club’s Garfield Ridge Shelter in the White Mountains. JOHN NININGER

	So for that visit in December 2010, when my mother lay unresponsive
in a hospital in Lawrence, Massachusetts, I packed my leather boots, heavy
workpants, and a chain saw. I wanted, I needed, to spend time outside and
away from the hospital felling trees, opening up trails, doing something.
	It turned out I didn’t have the time to run the saw. My mother went home
the next day. Over the next 48 hours, I sat with her for ten hours each day.
We watched movies, I did her Christmas wrapping and card writing, and
I performed all those attendant tasks of caring for the very sick: changing her
clothes and sheets, wiping the crust from her lips, and trying to keep her from
crying. I watched the winter sun move across the sky. She watched the birds
at the birdfeeder by her window.
	I carved out a small hour on Saturday when I could go outside. My goal
that day was to work on my developing ski-trail network on the 6 acres. I
spent that brief hour before the sun set marking trees to cut and clipping
brush for another loop in the trail.
	Inside that day, I’d felt pushed to the point of tears as I’d shifted my mother’s body on pillows, set up her feeding tube, suctioned mucus from the hole
in her throat to which her ventilator attached, and took her on and off the
toilet. I still felt emotionally hung over from the day before, when I had spent
14 Appalachia
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three hours on the road wondering what she would look like in the hospital
bed. A thick film of fear and grief and exhaustion covered me.
After that hour working on the loop trail, I was hungry for the first time
in three days. I knew what I wanted for dinner—I can’t recall what that was,
now—and I was even inspired to cook it. I had a stick in my hair and a
scratch on my thumb. The thick film was wiped clean. I was able to breathe
deep. I had found life, a brief spot of life within her death.
This is also a story of grief and loss, of what this kind of
grief and loss does to change and mold and terrify a young woman, of what it
did to me as I searched for what made me feel better. I walked through dark
nighttime softwoods, plunging my hands deep into new powdery snow, my
chest wracked with deep heaving sobs. I cried surrounded by autumn’s golden
carpet, I relaxed into a calm under dark starry nights. Carrying a heavy load
up a steep trail, I burst into tears from the weight of something heavier. In
multiple seasons over years, I lived in the backcountry as a caretaker, where I
could address my grief in a place that felt safe.
The grief was uncontrollable and isolating. Initially, I believed my feelings
didn’t belong, that they didn’t have a place
in a world driven by careers, education, and
consumption. I wasn’t comfortable talking
about them casually. How could I talk about
my mother dying in her bed, my two disabled
siblings who would be my responsibility when
she died, and my absent father who, many
years before, had left the picture completely
and violently? I wasn’t sure how to explain it
to people whose parents were alive, whole, still
married, and supportive of each other. I wasn’t
sure how to explain my life to people who still
could feel that they had a full spectrum of
independent choice in front of them. I wasn’t
sure how to explain this weight I carried.
Eventually I decided I did not have to
explain anything. Eventually I felt that I had
become part of something beautiful and pow- Sally Manikian with her
erful. Something about the life’s spirit, some- mother in Maine in 1983.
thing about doing more and doing differently MANIKIAN FAMILY
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than merely choosing to endure. Part of this was the process of growing,
changing, thriving—a process that my mother, in her illness, guided.
	On my birthday each year, that grief was so close, so loud and glaring
that I couldn’t just put it away for a different day. On my 25th birthday,
she gave me a card written with wobbly handwriting, and I quietly let tears
go in front of her as I read it. On my 26th birthday, she called me, and in
the dark cold of Gray Knob, she told me about the day I was born, but her
vocal muscles couldn’t form words, only harsh whispers and exhalations, and
I couldn’t understand what she was saying. I stood silent and weeping, my
fingers frozen and numb with cold around my cell phone, alone in a cabin on
the edge of timberline in January.
	On my 27th birthday, I wandered through the day waiting for something.
I felt as if I had something to say, but I couldn’t say it. Conversation was hard.
I would start crying, releasing my heartbreak as I climbed a mountain behind
my house in the evening darkness, sliding in new slippery snow.
	On my 28th birthday, I spent the day supporting my mother as she cried,
uncomfortable in her bed. I ignored voice mails and emails from friends
wishing me a birthday filled with snowy hikes and happiness. The only phone
call I took was from my friend Matt, as I drove quickly to buy food for my
siblings’ dinner, and he gave me the greatest birthday gift, which was to ask
how I was and what I was doing, instead of assuming I had the day for myself.
He made me laugh.
	On my 29th birthday, I knew my mother had chosen to end her life and
would do so in a matter of weeks. And I knew that it was my job to help her.
And over the course of that trail of birthdays, passing through my 20s, the
grief and all the attendant feelings of frustration and sadness and difference
and vulnerability and commitment just became who I was.
But something has changed, shifted, in the years since her death. On my
30th birthday, my first birthday without her, I spent the day unafraid of being
yanked by a dying mother’s needs. I ate cake for breakfast and went for a
25-mile dogsled run on trails I’d never seen before. I felt her presence, and I
felt her absence. My 31st birthday was a day like any other, as I went to work
and fed my dogs. Since my mother’s death, that day, the day I was born, has
started to become alive to me again.
In my journals, as I found my own writing voice, a rhythm of
patterns and themes and images develops. The strongest and most constant
theme is the juxtaposition, often in the same entry, of breathing deeply of a
16 Appalachia
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woods experience and considering my mother’s illness. Of a sky gone black
at night, of open birch forests, of rocky summits. And, of course, of my
mother’s legs gone numb, her gait grown unsteady, and how our relationship
had begun to change. The world I chose to interpret, that I chose to capture
on a page, became wholly those two things.
	Over time, my mother’s voice disappears from my journals. She was always
a strong presence, offering comments, guidance, and appearing in quotes as I
worked through problems. The vignette that opens this essay is an example of
how I narrated her wisdom into the world I wanted to live in.
As she stopped talking, stopped communicating, and was left with a list of
commands to choose from by blinking, she began to disappear. Those bright
moments when she was still a mother became different, rarer, more precious.
The times, even when spelled out by blinking, she introduced me with the
pride of a mother as a writer, a bartender, a dog musher, and adjunct professor
(depending on the job I had at the time). The time she bought me a new
winter coat. The time, the very day she died, she laughed because I did not
know what a roach clip was.
	She became a list of commands, of the things I had to do for her. Pages
and pages describing the stages of death and physical dependence. No longer
were my journal entries about her as a talking and insightful and creative
person, they were gut-wrenchingly painful paragraphs describing the physical
discomfort she and I experienced during the tough times of her illness.
As I began to lose my mother, or, at least, lose what I had known as my
mother, I became overwhelmed with what I did not know about her.
I am convinced that my mother was at her most stunningly
beautiful between the ages of 25 and 30. Some of my favorite photos of my
mother are from when she was in her late 20s. Photos of her walking dogs in
new snow, staring out to the sea from the shore’s edge, and holding a rifle with
a steady arm. She wore tight jeans, long hair, and plaid shirts with puffy down
vests. She was the most gorgeous thing on the planet.
	She, too, was drawn to the outdoors. She wanted and acquired a farmhouse and a garden. She loved growing things and tending animals. She
believed in glass jars, co-op orders, and the natural world. She made our own
bread and granola and always tried to trick us into thinking that carob was
chocolate. She was a child of the 1960s, attending Woodstock and leaving
her industrial New Jersey suburb for Boston University and then a California
commune. I wore her clothes, I told proud stories about her, all those things
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Jamie Stephenson, age 28, at her niece’s college graduation in 1978.

MANIKIAN FAMILY

that made her unique among the suburban mothers I met. I loved her, and
idolized her, in her wild nature and intelligence.
At boarding school, I began talking to my mother on the phone—
constantly, it seemed. She read every single essay I wrote. She gave me books,
she came to my James Joyce class for her favorite chapters of Ulysses. She sent
me to Yosemite, to Alaska, and to the White Mountains of New Hampshire.
Like a good mother, she patiently gave me the confidence to make my own
decisions.
	In 2001, when I was in college, she told me she had multiple sclerosis. It
was then I began to wonder about my mother’s unfathomableness, about all
the things she did not talk about: her divorce from my father, her relationships
with old college flames, her time in Mill Valley as a musician’s girlfriend in the
1970s, the years of research on the sand dunes of Plum Island, Massachusetts,
for her master’s degree, and how it was that she had found her way through her
20s to her 30s, to a marriage and four children in Atkinson, New Hampshire.
She drew from a weight of experience. I wanted to learn from her.
	In winter 2002 she broke her leg. It was a simple accident, walking through
a parking lot. Her leg was reinforced with surgical steel and a series of bolts.
She still came to Ireland to stay with me on my 21st birthday. We ate out a lot
and took taxis to movie theaters.
Before that break in 2002 was the last time my mother was able to walk
freely on two legs. As the broken leg slowly healed, her other leg, the right
one, became weaker. Floppier. It became an unreliable prop. After two and a
18 Appalachia
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half years of tests, MRIs, and my mother staggering around her house with
a walker and a cane, she was diagnosed with Lou Gehrig’s disease. On top of
her existing condition of multiple sclerosis. This was December 2004.
“I’ve tried so hard to protect you,” her voice quaked. She had taken me
into a front room of the house to explain why she needed me to go with her
to a lawyer’s office the next day: so that I could sign papers that established
me as the trustee for the special needs trusts of my younger disabled siblings,
Caroline and David.
“But I am the one who is going to hurt you,” she finished.
	I was 22 years old. I was living in California and considering becoming a
lawyer, a professor, a student of international political theory. The news did not
derail me, but it altered how I thought I could direct my life, choose a career
path and a place to live. The idea of living far away from New Hampshire, or
of developing full-time commitments and long-term goals, seemed irrelevant
in its selfishness. I felt I couldn’t make decisions to serve only myself anymore.
	I have to dig deep to remember those in-between years between the first
crushing blow of her diagnosis and the last crushing years of her physical
decline. In those in-between years, she could drive, she could talk, she could
move about the house, and she could cook dinner for the family. She could
get on an airplane, travel to Ireland to see her friends, or go to New Orleans

Rachel, left, and Sally Manikian, right, with their mother at her 50th birthday party
in 2000. MANIKIAN FAMILY
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to watch my sister Rachel graduate from Tulane. We would go out to dinner,
my mother and her children. She could dress herself and pick out her jewelry.
Her requests of me were simple. I shaved her legs, helped her up the stairs,
took her tea and oatmeal in the morning, and eased her into bed at night.
	I can’t remember when she stopped talking and started using a computer
as her voice. I lay in her lap one evening before Christmas, as she tried to
pick out wool socks for me, and I can’t remember now if she and I were
communicating by talking or typing. When she could type via clicking on
letters with her mouse, she could form sentences and vocalize opinions and
thoughts. In the later years, reduced to blinking at certain words, extricating
sentences took so long that she focused mainly on her physical needs.
	I became her voice as I spelled out words letter by letter for her. I trace this
shift also to a change in how she worked as a writer for the NH Challenge, a
New Hampshire journal on disabilities from a family perspective. She needed
that job to remain on Medicaid, which is what made it possible for her to live
at home and receive care for her illness. As my mother lost the ability to type
and write, I started contributing stories. I also began to write her pieces, and
she would edit them. We submitted multiple stories together. For the last one
we wrote together, she started with the subject matter and the first sentence,
which she had picked out painfully letter by letter over the course of a few
days, moving her mouse with her numbing hand.
The day my mother told me she wanted to die, she spelled it
out letter by letter, and I said the words aloud. She was having difficulty
breathing, and my sister Rachel and I had been struggling with her ventilator
and making her body comfortable. She could not draw enough air into
her lungs, and her eyes bugged with fear of slipping into unconsciousness.
We were all tired and afraid. It was December 2010, or perhaps it was
New Year’s Eve—or thereabouts. When I picked up the cards we used to
communicate and started writing down words she spelled, I thought it was
going to be about anything other than ending her life—perhaps pillows to
prop her head, or oxygen, which we hand-bagged directly into her throat.
This is the way we spelled. We held up an image of a keyboard on a piece
of paper, and we would choose a row of letters. If she blinked at “First Row,”
we would go letter by letter through the row. Sometimes, the row was wrong
and my mother would start silently crying halfway through, unable to scream
the words out herself, or even tell us that we were leading her down the wrong
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row. I too would cry in frustration. We would miss letters and then would
start a new stage of confusion as we tried to guess the words, half spelled.
	I stood before my mother that bright winter’s day. Rachel was elsewhere
in the house trying to find another way to help my mother. I started off
with, “First row, second row, third row.” My mother chose the third row and
then picked out the letter c. We continued on, spelling the word “cremated.”
Flushed with fear, courage, love, shock, and surprise, I let her describe the rest
of her wishes. The service would be in our house. She chose the priest.
	I wasn’t sure what to do with all this information. Her breathing slowed
and she calmed down. We fixed the ventilator and our day continued, as we
watched TV and cared for her. I didn’t tell Rachel, but I did call my aunt,
my mother’s sister, and she told me that my mother had considered ending
her life six months before. I realized exactly when she meant: I had spent
a vivid set of days with her, a painful time of tears and heat and frustration,
and during that week in May or June, I had expected her to spell out, “I want
to die.”
	She had tried to hide it that time, but I had sensed it.
	So now, that conversation about cremation and a service set so much in
motion. The actions we would take after her death, those nuts and bolts of
settling affairs. I started looking at houses to buy for David, Caroline, and me
to call home. I started moving my mother’s trust funds into my siblings’ trust
accounts. I closed her checking account.
But a great deal of what those four months involved were unlike any other
kind of death. I supported her in her decision, showed her the house I had
chosen for our family, and continued living normally. I flew to Nevada for
a wilderness conference. I interviewed and hired my seasonal summer staff.
I had to be the strongest version of myself I had ever been. I had to be stronger
than the weight of sadness and grief I felt, and I also had to be strong in my
understanding that it was time for this to happen. I had to be confident that
I had been involved in this process from beginning to end. I wanted her pain
to end, and I wanted our family to grow alive again. I spent so much time
with her.
The feeling of love overwhelmed me. I felt it every time I looked at her
face and her eyes would smile, and I would cry as I stood at the edge of the
deepest exhaustion I’ve felt before or since. It was the love of the unique
relationship between a mother and daughter. It’s the closest I’ve come to
spiritual transformation. It’s the closest I’ve come to God.
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The date my mother chose to die was the first day of spring.
She said she wanted to see the birds, the snowmelt, the new ground,
and rebirth.
	It made sense. Heat would trigger my mother’s migraines and inflame
her MS, and would bake her in the sun when ALS rendered her bedridden.
Summer was not a favorite season of hers, in the thick muggy damp of July.
Cold was not her favorite either because of snow on flat roofs, a long driveway, firewood to haul, and an oil bill to pay. Winter meant work and cold
to her. But she did love spring, which brought flowers to the front yard, and
ducks out back. Clothes that dried in the sun instead of froze. Flocks of robins on the ground and the return of the nesting red-tailed hawk in the trees.
	It was sunny on the day she died, and the air was warm and clean. Birds
visited her birdfeeder that morning. The moment she died, we witnessed a
release of energy so strong that my sister Rachel scrambled into my arms and
we let go of our mother, grasped at each other, breathed together, and opened
our eyes.
I see what I want to see when I look back at my mother.
I want to see the times she noticed the trees and the birds, the sky and the
wind. Those were the things I noticed that she noticed. I can see her taking
deep breaths of spruce trees while driving up the Mount Washington Auto
Road. I once watched her slowly drive her wheelchair to the backyard pond,
where she checked the water level. I remember her watching and telling
stories of chipmunks and red-tailed hawks to me when I was away at high
school, college, and graduate school. That was the life that filled her backyard.
While packing for our move to northern New Hampshire after she died,
I found some photos she’d once told me about when I was waxing poetic
about woods and trees and showing her my photos of the alpine zone in
winter. Hers were of flowers and mushrooms, her garden, and the sand dunes
of Plum Island. In this box, I also found photos of my mother at her point
of extraordinary beauty, when she had long legs, dark hair, and that mature
poise that I’m convinced I’ll never have.
To lose my mother to a long illness, I had to see her as alive and dead, as
something other than the person who gave me life. I was not greeted with the
jerk of sudden loss, but I had to incorporate loss into my daily life. To ask my
mother about her life became a weighted question, searching for information
while I still could. So I often avoided it, unless she felt like talking.
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Also unearthed after we moved were my mother’s journals, her letters,
printouts of her emails. In the months after the move, with gray November skies outside my window, I lay in bed for days reading and devouring
these last pieces of her words, her mind. These pieces of her were her own,
they weren’t retold through my own journals or letters or comments that I
had already ingrained into my psyche. These were fresh and new and in her
own words, not channeled through my purposeful agenda of remembering
and reincarnating and telling the story I wanted to tell. They were her fears,
her uncertainties, and her loves. They weren’t just what I chose to remember.
It is the closest thing to my mother I own.
	I missed her. I still turn to those journals, for guidance and reassurance
and connection. In the weeks before she died, she would cry as she spelled
that she wanted to spend more time with us. In response, at the time, I would
reassure her that we had led a good long life together. I said that because I
wanted to make her feel strong. I didn’t allow myself to feel that I still wanted
to learn so much from her.
But what does it mean to be living the story that everyone says is so beautiful, so fascinating? The story of my mother, but also
of my disabled siblings, my 70 acres of woodlands, and my sled dog team?
Of my fieldwork and my backcountry experiences, but also my world travel
and education?
	In 2009, I recorded my thoughts about my mother for the oral history
project called StoryCorps. Staffers for the project came to Berlin, where I was
living then, for three weeks. My friend Pam interviewed me, because, in Pam’s
mind, I had a fascinating story. In the course of an hour, I barely covered
the story. I talked fast as if I were talking to a stranger. I didn’t feel I shared
anything special.
A few weeks later, I took part in a three-day work trip overnight in the
woods of the Mahoosuc Range. I turned my phone on during lunch break.
I had two voice mails. The first one was from one of the producers of
New Hampshire Public Radio, who wanted to air part of my interview. He
referred to my “remarkable” story, although I remembered a static narrative
captured in a radio booth that hadn’t felt like the whole story as I had told it.
The second voice mail stood as evidence of how the story was sometimes,
and still is, impossible to narrate. The unpolished stuff. It was from my aunt,
my mother’s sister, saying that my mother’s caregivers were unpredictable and
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unable to meet her needs, that my mother was in an unsafe situation and that
I needed to move home to take care of her.
	I was dripping in mud and rain. I had made a work plan for the next week
in the woods, had started coming up with thoughts for the next season’s job.
I had made a grocery list. The selfish steps of creating and dreaming up a life
of my own. In these moments of ordinary independence, I would get one
of these messages reminding me that the story—the love and the grief—
were uncontrollable. I felt that I could not tell my mother’s story, either in a
radio booth, on a friend’s couch, or on a journal page. I could not narrate the
disorientation and the spinning feeling I had. My reality constantly shifted
from grief to love. That’s difficult to narrate. I tried desperately to develop
my own independent life in these traumatic years, when I reached the edge of
my own ability to narrate emotion. I even questioned why we tell ourselves
stories. The reasons I kept (and keep) doing the things I do lay outside the
ability to capture the story.
After I got out of the woods, before I went to my mother’s house, I listened
to that hour-long StoryCorps interview three times. The first time through,
I was captivated by the presentation. I sat on the couch, with a glass of wine,
one shoe had dropped onto the ground, and one on my foot. I didn’t move. I
listened to it two more times, slowly, relaxing into the evening as I unpacked
from three days in the woods and repacked for an unknown period of time at
my mother’s side.
	I was seeking something. The story, but also that remarkable part.
	I was looking for inspiration.
	I’m still not sure what I heard.
What that means is that my life is nothing more than a meaningful one,
and it continues to ground me and guide me into right-minded decisions. It is
not about getting caught up in the story, in the unique parts, but on insisting
that I live a life that is perfectly ordinary.
	Since my mother died, in April 2011, all of her children have done so much.
Some of what’s happened has unrolled in the ways I laid out for her, as I eased her
into death during those last few months. Caroline, my disabled sister, works in
our new town, where she votes at the town hall. My brother David has become
healthier and more active. All of us pull together to keep our house clean,
ourselves fed, and to support my racing sled dog team—dogs that my mother
never met but I know she would have loved. My sister Rachel, who is engaged
to be married, visits from New York City. What I notice now is the absence of
that thick film of grief and fear and uncertainty; I notice now that I have time
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for myself. I find I still need to take deep breaths of cold air, strong strides,
and move wood and rock by hand. Create a visible change. I live now with
a responsibility of a different kind than caring for a dying mother, but
which can become consuming, a responsibility that I continue to adapt to
and grow into.
	So, even now, sometimes I stay outside as dusk fades to night, instead of
coming into the lighted warmth of the house. These are times when I find one
more log to split, a tarp to tie down, or a dog to check. When I tell Caroline
to feed herself and David from the leftovers in the fridge, I might don heavy
boots and a work coat to be outside. The trees, dark air, and calm wholeness
of my dog yard draw me in.
When I do come inside, at last, into that lighted warmth of home, a new
home that my mother never saw, and I hear my brother and my sister, the
cats, and the house dogs, I feel the home we’ve created. I feel the slow establishment of normality. And I sometimes expect an acknowledgement, maybe
from my mother or maybe just in general, that I’ve come back inside.

Sally Manikian is the Appalachian Mountain Club’s backcountry resource
conservation manager. She is the oldest of four children, the guardian, trustee, and
caregiver for her two youngest siblings, David and Caroline, with whom she lives in
Shelburne, New Hampshire. She also is a mid-distance sled dog musher and owns
seventeen racing Alaskan Huskies. Her mother’s name was Jamie Stephenson.
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For the Sake of the Sin
Norway’s fugitive mountain woman
Blair Braverman
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veryone on Malangen knows the story: In March 1733,
Birte Olsdatter murdered her husband, the troll-man. Birte was a
beautiful girl from the next fjord over, forced to marry Jens Olsen, who was
twice her age and beat her. She escaped home to her family, but they insisted
that she return to her husband, and sent her younger brother, Benjamin,
to keep the peace. The abuse continued, until finally it was too much to take.
One day, while Benjamin was out hunting, Birte killed Jens by bashing his
head with an ax. Benjamin returned to find Birte covered in blood, sobbing.
As he comforted her, she told him what she had done.
Together the siblings carried Jens’s body down to the beach and loaded it
into a rowboat. Benjamin rowed out into the middle of the fjord while Birte
wept. They tied iron pots to Jens’s ankles, then poured his body overboard,
where it sank into the salt water and vanished. They cleaned the bloodstains
from the farmhouse with moss, set the place on fire, and ran to their neighbors
for help extinguishing the flames. Birte publicly mourned her husband’s tragic
death in the blaze.
Two months later, Jens’s body washed ashore in the village. When Birte
found out, she ran away into the nearby mountains, where she hid in a cave
for three months. The local authority, the Master-Man, who was particularly
bitter toward Birte because she had once refused to marry him, vowed to find
her and bring her to justice; he caught her three months later, sneaking into
her family’s farm for food. Birte was jailed but escaped, hiding in her cave for
the rest of the winter. During this time, a few sympathetic villagers brought
her supplies, but she subsisted mostly on animals that she trapped herself and
the few scant items she was able to steal. Come spring, she and Benjamin
escaped over the Swedish border with a family of Sami reindeer-herders.
The Master-Man, now twice thwarted, was determined to catch the
fugitives. He sent a team of six men to Sweden. The men found Birte and
Benjamin living in a Sami encampment and brought them home in shackles
for a public execution. Folks rowed from hours away to watch the proceedings.
The execution was held on the rocky point of an island called Ryøya,
clearly visible to boat traffic entering or leaving the fjord. A crowd gathered;
the siblings wore white. Birte sang aloud in her last moments, her pure voice
rising like a curl of smoke through the cold air, though she stopped abruptly
Residents of the idyllic community of Malangen, Norway, 200 miles north of the Arctic
Circle, still talk about the young woman who murdered her husband and escaped to
the mountains. BLAIR BRAVERMAN
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when her right hand was chopped off with an ax. Then the executioner
chopped off their heads, in two strokes each; he was careful, for tradition
demanded that if he missed three times, he too would be killed. As a final
touch, Birte and Benjamin’s heads were skewered on long poles at the edge
of the fjord, left there to decay, so that anyone traveling by boat from Tromsø
would see Birte’s long blonde hair waving in the breeze. So the story’s told.
In some ways, Norway’s Malangen Peninsula hasn’t changed
much since Birte’s time. About 200 miles north of the Arctic Circle, it is
home to tiny villages and lone farms, with such strong local dialects that
certain road signs are spelled differently depending on which side of the
road you’re on. Sharp white mountains soften near the fjord, sloughing into
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The Malangen Peninsula, captured in this satellite image, lies on an inlet off the Barents
Sea in extreme northern Norway. Sick Water is the mountain lake, not far from where
Birte hid out, where the author camped out by herself. NASA, WITH LABELS BY APPALACHIAN
MOUNTAIN CLUB

28 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2014_FINAL pages_11.6.indd 28

11/6/13 7:11 AM

low mounds like melted wax. On Ryøya, now called Musk Ox Island, an
increasingly inbred herd of musk oxen now lives stranded, trapped between
currents that churn into maelstrom when the tide changes; the next island
over is called the Island of Rams because local farmers leave their rams on
its rocky shore over the summer. Unless they need a ram, nobody visits the
islands, so the fat rowboats along the shore are used mostly for cod fishing.
Men clean their catch on the beach and drape the potent fish over long racks,
where they hang to dry for months. The cods’ heads are ground into fish
meal and sent to Africa, and their flesh reconstituted with brine and eaten
with bacon grease, a delicacy. Norway’s wealth seems only now to be trickling
down in the form of city tourists, who come to newly built cabins and a
luxury retreat center to get away from city life and remember, for a few days,
what Norway used to be.
	It’s a fine setting for a murder—part of the reason, perhaps, that Birte’s
story has lasted so long, told and retold on candlelit winter afternoons, or on
bright summer nights with the midnight sun low and dim over the horizon.
The story’s been told in two novels, a local musical, and a 1993 TV miniseries
that turned the core plot into a reindeer-herding love story. But it remains
fresh enough that an elderly woman might produce, from a carved wooden
box, a silver cup that once belonged to Birte’s mother, or midsummer’s night
might find three men around a bonfire, their conversation shifting from
Anders Breivik’s recent massacre in Oslo to a vehement argument about
whether Birte had a lover. Everyone has their favorite details, or perhaps some
conviction—such as that Birte and her brother were romantically involved—
that they’re eager to share. But mainly, people find ways to tell Birte’s story
because they need her.
	I first came to Malangen in 2006, when I was 18. I had just graduated from
high school in California and moved to the Northland to attend the local folk
school, a yearlong boarding school where students learned dogsledding and
winter survival. That was the year I fell in love with the North—its light and
darkness, its obscure dialects, its disregard for sentimentality, its incongruous
warmth. I was in equal parts infatuated and terrified at all times.
When I wasn’t shoveling snow or chopping meat in the dog yard, I
wandered down to the village shop, which sold cheese, frozen pizza, wool
socks, and other necessities. There, villagers gathered around a single table
known as the Coffee Corner. The shopkeeper, a man in his late 50s named
Arild, would set out a roll of expired chocolates from the shelf, or maybe a
bag of tiny cinnamon rolls, and villagers sat there for hours, leaning back in
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their chairs, drinking sour coffee out of plastic cups that grew soft in contact
with the hot liquid. There was a tin on the table that said Coffee: 5 Kroner,
but no one ever paid. Arild busied himself, unwrapping stacks of newspapers
or straightening lottery tickets from last Saturday’s gambling, and I’d hover by
the candy rack to eavesdrop.
“Remember that time Sverre lost his polar bear in Tromsø?” the man called
Trond might say, thoughtfully, to the table at large. “Sverre, he was glad with
the drink. He was taking a ship down from Svalbard with the baby ice bear in
a cage, and he put the cage out on the dock—”
“He was selling it,” another man interrupted. “And he went back on the
ship to get his spirits flask. But the bear opened its cage and ran off down the
street—”
“A cop started yelling at him to get the bear,” Trond continued. “So he
Sverre, he handed the cop his spirits flask, and asked him to just hold it—”
“—and left the cop there, with his thumb in the mouth of the flask!”
At which point everyone laughed uproariously and refilled their cups of
coffee, then settled back into quiet.
“Wait,” I said. I couldn’t help it. “What happened to the bear?”
	Six heads swiveled toward me. “I don’t know, girl,” Trond said. “That’s the
end of the story.”
	I learned quickly that the stories rarely ended on a conclusive note, at
least not the way that I expected them to. They started and stopped on the
terms that decades of retellings had choreographed them to start and stop. A
century-old tale was as fresh as yesterday, and yesterday’s news well-worn as
myth: Often, stories set 200 years ago began with the words, “Remember that
time—?” and people would nod, because, in a way, they did. In stories, as in
place, time collapsed.
Which is why I might be forgiven for assuming, when I first heard about
Birte Olsdatter, that she was my contemporary, or at least that her life had
overlapped with those of the older storytellers, up here in rural Viking-land
where I would not have been shocked to learn of beheadings seeping into the
twentieth century. Few cues gave me historical context—or if they were there,
I hardly noticed. It was only later that I recognized the real clue: Birte’s tale
had a rush of energy to it, an excitement. And something else: pride. If there
was sorrow in the retelling, then the sorrow was a calculated accessory to the
story itself. It was old, then—old enough that the grief and anger, along with
the details, had long since been polished away.
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The shop in Malangen. Blair braverman

	I collected the story, and so many others, like stones to pocket and take
home. Come May, I packed my duffel for a college dorm room in Maine and
returned to life in the States.
Last summer, five years after leaving, I went back to Norway. I intended
to report on the annual reindeer migration out of Kautokeino. But when I
got to the Northland, I learned that the reindeer, with whose herders I had
made plans to collaborate, had left without me, and nobody else seemed concerned about the change of plans. “You could try to find them on the tundra,”
another herder suggested, but he warned that the animals had a five-day head
start, and hell if they were anywhere near a road. I reconsidered my options,
and decided to pay a visit to my old school.
The county had recently built a tunnel to Malangen, making it easily
accessible by road, and I caught a bus from Tromsø. I disembarked at the
front door of the shop, hesitated, and climbed the steps to see how much had
changed. The villagers were sitting at the table. “Is that you?” said Arild. “I
suppose you’ve gotten so old that you’ll join us for coffee.” He pulled out an
extra chair.
	I was only going to stay the night—then two nights, a week, another
week. I found places to sleep in the woods, at the folk school, in an empty
barn, and eventually in a spare room above the shop itself. Two months passed
quickly. In the mornings I hiked along the shore, in the afternoons I joined
the coffee table, and in the in-between times I took odd jobs, rounding up
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lost lambs or planting flowers
in the graveyard for families
who had moved away. Arild,
who had once been a truck
driver and rejoiced in long
drives, invited me to join him
on treks to pick up books in
Storsteinnes or whale meat in
Finland. He explained landmarks as we drove past.
	One Sunday we were
headed to the bank an hour
away when Arild slowed his
Volvo. “Yes, then,” he said.
Locals know well the spot where Birte Olsdatter
“It’s your turn to say what
hid from the authorities. Blair braverman
happened here.” I looked
around. The scenery had not changed; a broad green field sloped down to the
edge of the fjord. A red barn stood in the field, and beside it a white farmhouse, where two kids were jumping on a trampoline.
“I don’t know,” I said.
Arild shook his head. “This,” he said, “this is where she Birte killed her
husband the troll-man.” Troll-man meant abuser.
We drove on, toward the shallow end of the fjord, where the landscape
smoothed out slightly and a thin snow scabbed the ground under trees. A few
molting reindeer trotted calmly beside the road, and a forest rose to our left.
Arild stopped again, this time by a wooden sign with words painted red and
an arrow pointing uphill: the BIRTE CAVE. A thread of a trail wound up
through the trees. Arild cleared his throat expectantly.
“This’s where she Birte hid in the mountains?” I asked. I’d begun to
pick up a bit of a northern accent, with its slurred contractions and superfluous pronouns.
“You are correct,” said Arild.
A gravity in his voice gave me pause. I looked up the trail, toward where
it vanished up the slope. Although the mountains dominated the landscape,
few people lived in them. They were the literal backdrop to everyday life,
casting shadows over the red houses clustered at the shore, flowing with clear
streams that tasted sweet as a kiss in your cupped hands but made your fingers
and teeth ache with cold. It was in the mountains that people had hidden
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their livestock when the Nazis anchored their warships in the fjord; in the
mountains, too, that the Sami had kept their sacrificial sites, and where cocky
teenagers summited on wooden skis, and then telemark skis, and now with
snowboards that split apart into skis. Bears lived in the mountains, as did
wolverine. One might come upon the occasional cabin maintained for public
use by the Norwegian Trekking Association. People used the mountains for
travel and play, not for living—but still they were possibility, a collective
backup plan for Northlanders who know well how vulnerable their strip of
coastline can be.
	So when Birte went to the mountains, I understood that she was acting
on a collective fantasy—taking advantage of a communal backup plan, alone.
As Marte Solum, a master’s student at the University of Tromsø, described it,
Birte was “a woman from the past with the modern ideal of female strength
. . . the village’s own feminist pioneer.” Not too shabby for an 18th-century
young woman, at least not according to our 21st-century eyes. And although
in her court records Birte never claimed that her husband had abused her—
rather, that he had had an affair with the elderly maid, which was embarrassing—then that’s a detail that time can surely swallow and forget.
Last summer, while checking my email from the ancient computer in the
back room of the shop, I came across a New York Times article about Norway.
I read,
Many Norwegians still like to think of themselves as the inheritors of a life
of hardship and risk. But they live today in one of the gentlest, most protective countries on earth, and it is commonly agreed that the nanny state has
replaced the state of nature as Norway’s dominant reality . . . .Today the average Norwegian is a coddled creature whose folk memory, nevertheless, is a
struggle against nature.

Fair enough—for urban, southern Norway. But folks on Malangen, and
their neighbors, would lament that once again the Northland, in the tattered
margins of Europe, slipped under the radar. Headline news in the Northern
Light, Tromsø’s newspaper, covers avalanches, bear hunts, mountain fatalities,
lost reindeer, or, in a recent example, a $1,000 fine issued to a Sami man who
cursed a police officer with an ancient enchantment. (“Up here,” a neighbor
told me, “there’s more than one kind of darkness.”) Coddled? In some ways,
maybe. But anyone who couldn’t see their ongoing struggle against nature
was, in local parlance, dumb as bread.
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But if the article’s blind spot grates, it’s because it follows a long tradition
of southerners misunderstanding, or looking askance at, their northern
neighbors. It wasn’t long ago, Arild told me, maybe 50 years or so, that rental
ads in southern Norway would specify “No Northlanders.” He said, “There
was too great a risk that a northern roommate could come knocking on your
door uninvited, wondering if you had an extra cup of coffee and some minutes
to share it.” Where Southlanders took pride in their restraint—they rarely
made eye contact on the street, arrived exactly on time, spoke with eloquence
and restraint, and adopted a precise dialect related to the more “educated”
Danish—Northerners were loose, vulgar, and indelicate. They cursed, slurred
their words, held an unsettling belief in witchcraft, joked frequently about sex
(“keeping warm”), and gauged time loosely (“I’ll meet you here Wednesday,
after three cups of coffee,” someone once told me by way of timing).
The Northland wasn’t just the Arctic: it was North of the Moral Circle.
But what Northlanders have, and maintain connections to, is wilderness—
they have a heritage, a communion with nature, that the rest of the country
is quickly losing yet still defines itself by. Even so, the cultures of wilderness
and the larger society are blurring. One of the region’s biggest events is
the Northern Norway Wilderness Fair, held in Bardu each June. The fair,
like most, is a maze of booths selling wares: reindeer-skin boots, fried seal
meat, buttery potato bread, hand-carved knives, hunting rifles, discount
Gore-Tex jackets, and woolen long underwear. There’s a shooting contest,
a kayak-throwing contest, a competition for the best carved wooden cup.

Boats anchored near Malangen. Blair braverman
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More than 10,000 people drive from hours away, packing their cars with eager
passengers, pitching tents, and parking RVs in fields around the fairgrounds.
Girls dress up, wearing silver eye shadow with their woolen sweaters; men
stay stoic until they reach the hunting wing, where rising voices give away
their excitement. But there’s a kind of irony to the crowd’s enthusiasm, as if
they were watching themselves on a reality television show: At its heart, the
fair is an elaborate packaging of everyday life, a celebration of the details of
Northern existence. But it takes the language of the Southland—commerce,
advertisements, pop music blaring over speakers—to keep those details from
being taken for granted.
I knew that Birte’s song, which she sang en route to her
execution, had survived the centuries, but everyone I asked declined to sing
it to me, citing tone-deafness.1 So I didn’t hear the song until several months
ago, when I found a recording in an online archive of folk music. The song
was not titled, as I had believed, “The Birte Song,” but took its name from
one of the lines: “For the Sake of the Sin I Must Suffer.” Although I’d never
been frightened by the story itself, the recording chilled me.
At first, I wasn’t sure why I suddenly had goose bumps. The singer was
an old man, unaccompanied, whose thin voice wavered along a chant-like
melody; I would later learn that the tune was based on a hymn of the fifth
commandment, Thou Shalt Not Murder. The melody felt slightly off, its silences
held just a beat too long, with mouth-sounds of saliva and breath whispering
between the words. But none of that was bad, per se. Rather, it lent the song
an air of authenticity that transported me far from the small pressboard desk
in the corner of my studio apartment. No, there was something about the
words themselves. I hit replay and listened again:
In all my days of youth and pleasure
I never thought it would be so
That Jesus would so come to plague me
And this is how my life would go
But fastened are my heavy shackles

Despite the fact that most of them were members of the local choir, which had recently
performed, for its Beatles-themed summer concert, such classics as “Norwegian Wood,” “Hey
Knut,” and “Got to Get You Into My Leif.”

1
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For the sake of the sin I’ll suffer slow
Oh what must my Jesus think
Who sees and knows how all things go?
At night, when the others sleep
I am overwhelmed with tears
And now the clear day is coming
When tears will be my only food . . .
I wish I was so far from the North
That nobody would know of me
Or else buried so deep in the earth
And my soul was, my God, with thee.

The song continued for several verses in this vein, as Birte expressed her
longing to be dead, to be gone, to be punished. I didn’t believe it for a
moment. Would a woman who hid for so long in the fierce mountains, and
escaped even after her first capture, have sung of her desire for punishment?
How could the songwriter even have thought that?
Music historian Ola Graff believes that the song does, indeed, date to
Birte’s lifetime. He suggests that a community member wrote it, and that
Birte probably heard the words before she died, an idea I found upsetting.
I was disturbed at the thought of someone putting words in Birte’s mouth,
the idea that control of her own voice was another loss she had to endure.
And I wanted to defend Birte’s violence, which was so often, in the retellings,
secondary to her escape and gruesome execution—at least, I wanted to defend
her right not to regret her violence. Nobody else could decide her sorrow.
I was surprised at how indignant I became at the thought of it.
	It was, I realized, because I envied Birte. I envied her defiance, her selfsufficiency, even the fact that she lived on Malangen. Murder aside—and
that’s a big aside—she was the kind of person I want to be. I doubt I’m alone;
for a few centuries after her death, the name Birte fell out of favor, but in
the past century, she’s become a popular namesake for local girls. With time,
murderer has become hero.
But perhaps I’m an easy fan, already enchanted with the idea of northern
women. At 19, I wanted nothing more than to be one. The female teachers
at the folk school braided their hair around their faces and moved with agile
confidence as they repaired a motorboat or slaughtered a reindeer. I watched
one grab a snarling husky by the skin of its neck and flip it onto its back, then
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sit on its writhing chest, lean forward, and bite its ear hard, rumbling from
her throat all the while. The dog went limp; the woman stood up, plucked a
few hairs from her tongue, and rearranged her shawl.
Yeah. She was my hero, too.
It was early November, during my year at the folk school,
that I first tried to camp by myself. I wanted to stake my own place among
these northern women. I packed my backpack, snapped on my skis and skins,
and tromped uphill from the school to a mountain lake known as Sick Water,
which, contrary to its name, was clear and full of fish. I brought with me a
four-month-old husky puppy named Condoleeza, a shovel, a Primus stove,
and lots of powdered hot chocolate. I wanted to prove to myself that I could
spend a night alone in the wilderness, but planned to stay for two, just to
make a point.
The first night, at midnight, shaky and afraid to sleep—afraid to be
vulnerable outside, alone—I crawled out of my snow cave, stuffed my backpack, whistled to Condy, and skied home.
	I was embarrassed and told the few classmates who inquired about the trip
that everything had gone fine. But the failure hung over me. I felt that my
yielding to fear betrayed that I was not, in fact, the kind of outdoorsy person
I imagined myself to be.
	In December, the Time of Darkness came. The Darkness was a period
of 57 days when the sun never rose, the outside world lit only by campfires,
headlamps, and pulsing green aurora. Time passed slowly, an endless dusk
punctuated by sleep, so that even I forgot what we were waiting for.
	It was nearly February, early afternoon, when the sun crept back over the
southern mountains. I was in the dog yard, shoveling snow, and it took me
by surprise; in an instant, the white landscape caught like a candle-wick and
blazed up around me, brighter than anything I’d seen. I thought, If I can get
through the winter all right, I can get through one night alone, too. I took
Condy, who was taller and had developed somewhat better control of her
limbs, and returned to Sick Water.
	In the evening I built a fire by the frozen lake and sat up late feeding
it. And I surprised myself by thinking of Birte, alone as I was, in these
same mountains. She’d been 20 when she escaped, just two years older
than me. It was funny to think of her as all right out there, but I
imagined she had been. In the wilderness, at least. It was people that were
her problem.
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	Sitting there, I wasn’t frightened at all. I knew that I had been before, but
I couldn’t even quite remember what it had felt like. Probably my new courage came from experiencing the Time of Darkness, that longest of all winter
nights, but I smile to think that invoking Birte had something to do with it.
I felt Norwegian, then. I felt tough.
But if I was particularly Norwegian in that moment, it was not my toughness but my use of Birte that aligned me with the locals. After all, people in
the area had a long tradition of using her for their own purposes. The MasterMan used her to serve a warning, and the songwriter for a morality lesson.
Even her execution served another’s purpose: Her punishment was so severe
because the northern courts were trying to prove their competence and stringency to their skeptical counterparts in the south.
But more than anything else, Northlanders need her, and use her, for wilderness. If that means swallowing facts, so be it.
Who knows? But the more I learned about her case, comparing historians’
accounts, the more it seems that Birte never really lived in the mountains.
She never hunted animals over the winter, never even set foot in the BIRTE
CAVE. Most likely, she ran away to another village, or hid on her family’s
farm. But just as her story, in its time, served as a warning against sin, her
story now takes her to the mountains because that’s where any Northlander
would go, or at least what they need to believe. Because in today’s version
of the story, Birte is the Northland itself: an underdog, as the North to the
South; violent, in a land whose natural violence is a constant; dangerously
beautiful and misunderstood, punished unfairly despite her ferocious competence; and taken, finally, to the wilderness–to prove her place there, surviving,
looking down on the petty urbanites below. Locals are proud of Birte because
they’re proud of themselves.
	Not long ago, I made it to the BIRTE CAVE. I brought two young girls
with me, restless and solemn city children I’d met at the shop, and we followed the thin trail together. It had rained that week, and the ground was
soft. The girls had not heard Birte’s story before, so I told them as we walked,
glossing over the execution to fill in details of my own—that Birte was an avid
fisherwoman, that she liked to tuck a sprig of yarrow behind her ear. I looked
for yarrow to show them, but it grew mostly by the shore.
The trail climbed steadily, passing the tree line. We stopped to drink from
streams, and then to throw snowballs in a small snowfield. Blueberry plants
covered the ground like moss, but the berries were still pink dots among the
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leaves. Finally, we came to a mound of boulders, jutting up like a tower on
the slope. Beneath the tower, a crack opened into the mountain.
We turned and looked at the fjord shining white below us, its beaches
traced with green farmlands that rose into dark woods. There were boats on
the water, ripples threading silently behind them, and the specks of seabirds
coasting on the breeze. The sun was low over the northern horizon. It would
not set that night.
“Oy,” the older girl said. Then—“It’s so much.” She didn’t need to explain.

Blair Braverman is an MFA candidate at the University of Iowa’s Nonfiction
Writing Program. Her first book, tentatively titled Welcome to the Goddamn Ice Cube,
is forthcoming from Ecco.
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The Wolf Called OR7
The first in California since 1924
Jane Braxton Little
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F

rom my back door, the pine and Douglas fir forest
begins a gradual rise, steepening as it climbs the slopes of Dyer Mountain to the lookout tower, where I watched for fires one summer. Lake
Almanor shimmers below, fringed with wet meadows and stands of timber
that march toward the volcanic slopes of Lassen Volcanic National Park.
Beyond these snowcapped peaks, the Modoc Plateau stretches north to the
lava-strewn lands that mark the border between California and Oregon. This
vast expanse nearly five times the size of Connecticut is home to bald eagles,
black bears, mountain lions, and—for 15 magical months—the first gray
wolf to roam California in nearly 90 years.
	OR7 arrived unannounced, detected only by the global positioning
systems collar he wore around his neck. He traveled alone, often covering
as much as 40 miles in a day. He sampled terrain from high sage desert to
tree-covered mountains. By the time he returned to Oregon, he had traveled 4,500 miles, alone, in a historic trek that announced a future for wolves
in California.
	Scientists were expecting Canis lupus to eventually make its way south
through the Cascade Range and into California. I was not. I simply had not
imagined having wolves in my backyard and was as thrilled and ignorant as
the rest of the curious public. I tracked OR7’s journey through daily timedelayed posts on the California Department of Fish and Wildlife website:
where he spent the night, how long he lingered, and when he took off. This
wolf was discovering the landscape I had adopted as an East Coast transplant,
looking for a way to survive in unfamiliar territory.
	Scientists call OR7’s journey normal dispersal behavior for a young male
wolf. I think of it as a hormone-driven Iron John adventure. For me and most
of his rapt public, he was a charismatic explorer seeking a mate and territory
of his own—a pioneer who inspired a virtual existence on social networking
sites that include Twitter (“Left family to find wife & new home. eHarmony
just wasn’t working for me”) and Facebook (“The Oregon winters were too
lonely and frigid”). His cult-like status generated wolf tattoos, wolf sweaters,
wolf hats, and several full-moon candlelit vigils organized by groups with
names like Howl Across America and Wolf Warriors.

Wolves have been breeding and on the move in the Northwest for the past few years. This
wolf, a member of the Minam Pack, one of seven known packs wandering in Oregon,
was captured by remote camera on February 2, 2013. OREGON DEPARTMENT OF FISH AND WILDLIFE
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	OR7 was still on the loose in Oregon as we went to press, but his
wanderings in California offered scientists a unique opportunity to study
how wolves survive and move about the land. Scientists have had next to
no information about the species that is specific to this state. For the rest of
us, OR7 is a herald. He showed up on his own, chose his own itinerary, and
survived. He amazed us by staying in our midst month after month despite
the odds of terrain and antagonism. As the first of an expected succession, his
journey broadens and deepens the landscape, offering the potential to solve
some problems and almost inevitably create others.

December 28, 2011
OR7 slipped unseen into California near a wildlife refuge at Lower Klamath
Lake, then 2½ years old and unaware of the political boundary that made
crossing it historic. He was born in the spring of 2009 to the Imnaha pack,
whose founding members were the first to migrate into Oregon from wolves
reintroduced in Idaho in the 1990s. The pack settled in Wallowa County in
Oregon’s far northeastern corner. OR7 was the seventh wolf radio-collared in
Oregon, hence his uninspired name. He left his pack in September 2011, went
west, and followed the Cascade Range south. Scientists have little doubt that
OR7 was seeking other wolves to establish his own pack.

A hunter captured this photo of the lone wolf called OR7 on public land in Jackson
County, southern Oregon, in November 2011. Shortly after that, the wolf wandered
into California. ALLEN DANIELS
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He entered California near the town
of Dorris, where blizzards can be so
blinding that my husband and I once
took turns walking in front of our truck
to identify the road. Volcanic craters
dot the land, flaunting its tumultuous
geologic past. OR7 passed close to the lava
beds where, in the winter of 1872–1873,
Captain Jack and a small band of Modoc
Indians bamboozled the ten-times-larger
U.S. Army by disappearing into lava tubes
and escaping into thick tule fogs.1
Today, the local human population
remains sparse, which suited OR7.
During his months in California, he
had minimal contact with humans,
avoiding highways, agricultural areas—
anything that might force interaction.
“Humans are the number one cause
of mortality for gray wolves,” says
Karen Kovacs, northern region wildlife
program manager for the California
Fish and Wildlife Department.

In January 2013, the wolf called OR7
was wandering in northern
California near Lassen Peak, a
volcano in the southern Cascades.
JANE BRAXTON LITTLE

January 12, 2012
After traveling more than 200 miles since crossing the state line, OR7
hunkered down for nearly a month in the high sage country of northern
Lassen County. Whether it’s the mule deer, the jackrabbits, or the juniper
cover, the area is apparently appealing winter habitat for wolves. The last wolf
in California was found in a trap in nearby Litchfield in June 1924. He was
old, missing a portion of a hind leg, and emaciated. Had he been healthy,
scientists estimate that OR7’s California predecessor would have weighed
around 90 pounds—exactly what the young male weighed when he left his
pack in Oregon.
1 “Tule fog” is the pea-soup stuff that gathers around tule grasses, which grow in wetlands.
It’s common in California’s wet valleys.
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Despite the inviting habitat, the humans in the area were blatantly
inhospitable. Local ranchers viewed OR7 as a threat and greeted him with
open hostility. “If I see an animal in my livestock, I kill it. If I kill a wolf, you
going to throw me in jail?” asks Lassen County Supervisor Bob Pyle, whose
ranch is near Susanville. OR7 happened to arrive on the eve of an organized
coyote hunt. Shooters were set to compete in the sixth annual Coyote Drive,
designed to manage coyotes in the Big Valley area of Lassen and neighboring
Modoc counties.
The fact that OR7 survived is a tribute to his ability to remain invisible,
says Kovacs. “We called him the ghost wolf,” she says, confirming a mere
three sightings during more than a year in California. One was by hunters in
Tehama County, who saw a group of deer running, followed by a single deer
with “a very large canine in hot pursuit,” Kovacs says.
Like other gray wolves in California and most of Oregon, OR7 is protected
under the federal Endangered Species Act—at least for the moment. California
offers no significant additional protections, but that could soon change. A
few months after his arrival, the Center for Biological Diversity petitioned
the state Fish and Wildlife Department to list Canis lupus as a California
threatened or endangered species, which the Fish and Wildlife Commission
agreed to consider. A report was due in September and a decision expected by
the end of 2013.
	OR7’s journey has excited Californians, both pro and con, and put state
officials on a fast track to prepare for the return of gray wolves. Officials are
working on a management plan that anticipates the eventual establishment
of packs. In fact, when OR7 crossed the border, officials were nearly finished
with an evaluation of the potential for wolf recolonization and its management implications. Since then, wildlife officials have been meeting with a
diverse group of stakeholders that includes private landowners, deer and wolf
advocates, and other agency officials. The goal is to have a plan in place by the
time wolves return.

May 30, 2012
Late spring sent OR7 my way—close to the woods where my sons built
hideouts and futilely followed yipping coyotes from hither to yon. The wolf
spent March and April crisscrossing the California–Oregon border before
heading south of the Cascade Range to the Sierra Nevada, the tilted block
of granite that forms the eastern California border with Nevada. For most
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of June, he loitered in the mosaic of meadows east of Lake Almanor amid an
abundance of deer, squirrels, and other small mammals. At some point, he
moved south over Dyer Mountain—within spitting distance of my home.
Did he trot through our forested property one moonless night, eluding
the wildlife camera that has captured bears, bobcats, and a mountain lion?
Where did he cross Wolf Creek, a local stream named for his predecessors?
California wildlife officials have been purposefully vague about OR7’s exact
whereabouts to protect him when he was in the state and safeguard future
wolves likely to return to these same places.
But they know where he has been, and studying these haunts is giving
scientists a record of his diet. He fed on the carcasses of deer, says Kovacs:
“Has he killed these animals? Probably.” He has dug up the burrows
of ground squirrels and fed from a bone pile of livestock carcasses left
out by ranchers. There are no reports that OR7 has killed any livestock,
Kovacs says.
That, however, does not alleviate the fears of ranchers as they face a future
with a new predator on the landscape. A lone wolf like OR7 is mostly a
curiosity, says Jack Hanson, a Lassen County supervisor and rancher. Even if
a pack develops, it’s “no big deal.” But multiple packs? “That’s a concern to
our industry,” Hanson says. “It may be inevitable. We just don’t welcome it.”
	Others worry about the impact of wolves on deer, elk, and other
game animals. The California Deer Association does not favor wolves in
California, but if they arrive, its members hope Fish and Wildlife will have a
management plan in place, says association spokesman Jerry Springer. Even
without a plan, Springer cynically concedes that wolves have an advantage
coming to California: “Everything here goes to the voters and they don’t use
science to base their decisions,” he says.

July 29, 2012
In late June, OR7 moved into the high country south of Lassen Volcanic
National Park. Sandwiched between the Feather River to the east and the
Sacramento Valley to the west, he settled in for a season on the summer range
of the Tehama deer herd. The land is a mix of national forest and private
ranches tucked into rugged canyons with few paved roads. The wolf hugged
the ridges, likely following the Pacific Crest Trail midway on its 2,663-mile
course between Canada and Mexico. Did he venture down to Green Island
Lake and the sphagnum bog that supports strange sedges and sundews? At
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The Endangered Species Act has allowed wolves the freedom to grow and travel. Above, a
member of the Snake River pack as he traveled through Oregon on June 26, 2012. ODFW

one point, he dipped south into the Sierra front country, where Ishi, a member of the Yahi-Yana tribe, survived alone until 1911 on the deer and small
game that may also have fed OR7. When the Chips fire broke out along the
PCT on July 29, OR7 surprised scientists by staying within a few miles of
the expanding perimeter. While the rest of us suffered in smoke, OR7 took
advantage of the deer and other wildlife fleeing the flames. He remained in
the vicinity of the 75,000-acre fire into fall and early winter.
For wolf advocates, the arrival of this top predator promises to restore
the dynamic tension between predators and prey, improving biodiversity and
overall ecosystem health. Since wild wolves have returned to Yellowstone, the
elk and deer are stronger, the aspens and willows are healthier, and the grasses
are taller, advocates say. “The ecological benefits are not just about wolves,”
says Amaroq Weiss, a former attorney, biologist, and West Coast wolf organizer for the Center for Biological Diversity. Although not everyone accepts
this theory, known as trophic cascade, Weiss calls it the concept underlying
the federal Endangered Species Act. She credits the act for allowing wolves
to recover and their populations to expand throughout the northern Rockies
into states farther west. Those protections are about to go away. In June, the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service announced plans to delist Canis lupis. A final
decision could come early in 2014. That leaves only a small population of
Mexican wolves on the endangered species list. With no California listing yet
in place, wolves here would be completely unprotected.
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January 8, 2013
January brought frigid temperatures to northern California. That may be
what sent OR7 out of the mountains and into the foothills east of Redding.
It didn’t last. Soon he was back in the high country, on the move through the
mountains and meadows where he’d spent the summer, loping south of Lake
Almanor, along Wolf Creek again, and into Humbug Valley, which Mountain
Maidu have called home for centuries. On Valentine’s Day, OR7 suddenly
began heading north—straight past Lassen Park, through the Lassen County
ranch country, and on into the lava fields just south of the Oregon border. On
March 13, he left California within a few miles of his entry point 15 months
earlier, returning only briefly in April. OR7 remained in southwest Oregon
into the summer.
	OR7’s journey confirms what wildlife scientists have long believed: that
California has habitat not only good for wolves but ample enough to support
their long-range dispersal patterns. With the return of wolves all but certain,
California has the opportunity to be a leader in wolf management by putting
together a plan based on the best available science, not simply the best political compromise. Wolf advocates hope the plan will include practices that
reduce conflicts with livestock and wildlife. They are encouraging the use of
range riders to patrol livestock areas, dogs to guard livestock, flagging, and
noisemakers that scare wolves away from livestock. These techniques, they
say, will avoid the acrimonious lawsuits and anonymous shootings triggered
by regulations elsewhere, which one rancher said were shoved “down our
throat with a plunger.” Although Hanson and other livestock representatives
view these non-lethal techniques with unbridled skepticism, they, too, believe
that if any state can craft a compromise plan for wolves, it’s California. “We’re
all at the table rubbing elbows. It’s a start,” Hanson says.
Whether wolves return in a year, a decade, or in my lifetime, my backyard
will never be the same for me. When I hike near Juniper Lake in Lassen Park,
I wonder if OR7 passed along the same trail. I look for his scat when I cut
juniper firewood in western Lassen County. Even knowing that he is gone, I
listen for his howl at night. This young lone wolf has infused the land with
possibilities, making it wilder, vaster, and immeasurably richer.

Jane Braxton Little is a freelance environmental writer based in northern
California.
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The Night Life
Many animals are becoming increasingly
nocturnal in an effort to avoid humans
Dawn Stover
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I

t is a warm summer night in 2013 at my house in southwest
Washington when I discover a bat flying from room to room in search of
an exit from what must seem like a big, warm, mysteriously sealed-off cave.
I turn off the lights and open the front door, knowing that the bat will soon
find its way out. With the door ajar, though, I catch a whiff of skunk. Uh-oh.
It has been five months and several baths since the dog’s last encounter, but
he still reeks when his coat gets wet. I snap a leash on him and venture outside with a flashlight in hand, cautiously scanning the yard and the woods
beyond for white stripes.
	Skunks and bats are creatures I come upon only in the nighttime, and
then I’m at a considerable disadvantage. A bat can navigate from one end of
my house to the other in an instant, while I slowly feel my way along in the
dark—probing with my feet and hands like a blind person tapping a cane.
Even with a flashlight, I’m not entirely sure I can outrun a skunk across my
so-called lawn, a terrain rugged enough to ruin almost any croquet shot.
The outdoors at night humbles me, cripples my vision, and prevents
me from moving quickly or gracefully. I am both literally and figuratively
in the dark, sightless and rather clueless about what’s out here. But nighttime
is also an eye-opening time to be out and about. The wildlife community
active at this hour is entirely different than during my normal waking hours.
The difference is like . . . well, night and day.
	Nighttime is a simpler, wilder time. It’s an opportunity to experience the
world in a fresh way. And I have realized that if I want to understand animal
behavior, and how humans are changing it, going out at night is essential.
Animals have noticed our encroachment onto their landscapes, and many
of them have responded by retreating into the night, waiting until we are
asleep—or at least indoors—to go about their business. I don’t wish to make
their lives even more difficult, but now and then curiosity compels me to
wander into the night, and these forays often turn out to be more illuminating than my daytime explorations.

Volunteers around the United States capture wildlife in their increasing nighttime
movements. At left, a bear ambles through Thurmond Chatham Game Land in
North Carolina. EMAMMAL PROJECT
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Shifting Patterns
Scientists generally classify animals into three groups: diurnal (active during
the day), nocturnal (active at night), and crepuscular (an unlovely word for
activity occurring primarily at the loveliest hours, dawn and dusk). Some
animals are dedicated to one of these categories and never change. The
kinkajou, a rainforest mammal that lives in Central and South America and
has large eyes adapted for night vision, “is not going to go out during the
daytime no matter what,” says Roland Kays, director of the biodiversity lab
at the North Carolina Museum of Natural Sciences and a research associate
professor at North Carolina State University. Conversely, the agouti, a large
rodent that lives in the same part of the world, never goes out at night.
Many animals, however, have much more complicated patterns of behavior.
“Simplifying into diurnal, nocturnal, and crepuscular doesn’t even come close
to describing all of what we see out there,” Kays says.
A number of factors determine daily patterns of activity. Some animals,
such as bats, work the night shift because that is when moths, mosquitoes,
and other prey are available. Moths, in turn, may be nocturnal because they
are avoiding birds and other predators that are active during the day. And it’s
not just animals: Some flowers, for example, release their perfume at night to
attract pollinators such as moths and bats.
Temperature can also play a role in determining whether an animal is
nocturnal. For example, biologists at Arizona State University have learned
that Gila monsters living in the Sonoran Desert are diurnal in the spring
but become mostly nocturnal between June and September, when daytime
temperatures sometimes rise above 115 degrees Fahrenheit.
	Nocturnal behavior can also be an adaptation to environmental change,
most often to human disturbance. Because human activity outdoors is
typically much lower at night than during the day, some large predators and
other animals living in close proximity to humans have become increasingly
nocturnal in their behavior patterns.
	Studies using radio collars to track bobcats and coyotes, for example,
have shown that these animals are more nocturnal in urban, suburban, and
agricultural areas than in undeveloped areas. Coyotes in a Wyoming suburb
are more active at night than are coyotes in nearby Grand Teton National
Park. Switching to nighttime activity helps large predators avoid encounters
with humans, collisions with vehicles, and competition with domestic dogs.
This behavioral flexibility has enabled coyotes to thrive even in densely
populated cities. Stan Gehrt, an Ohio State University ecologist who has
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Coyotes are often active at night, but studies show they are more nocturnal in developed
areas than in the backcountry. A field camera captured these in Prince William Forest
Park, which adjoins a U.S. Marine base, in Virginia. EMAMMAL PROJECT

tracked coyotes in the Chicago metropolitan area for more than a decade,
estimates that there are about 2,000 coyotes living in Chicago and its suburbs.
Because the coyotes are active mainly at night, humans are usually unaware of
their presence.
A study done in southeastern Colorado, by Utah State University
researchers, found that coyotes were much more active during the day in 1996
and 1997 than during an earlier period—from 1983 to 1988—when ranchers
were trapping and shooting them. Other studies have found that cougars in
northern Arizona and southern Utah delayed their activities until after sunset
in response to logging and other human disturbances; female spotted hyenas
in Kenya’s Masai Mara National Reserve were less active during the day in areas
with livestock than in undisturbed areas; and white-tailed deer in Florida’s
Osceola National Forest became more nocturnal during hunting season.
In China, when endangered Eld’s deer were translocated from predatorfree areas of Hainan Island’s Datian Nature Reserve to agricultural areas
with small villages, the reintroduced deer became increasingly nocturnal—
even though the villagers did not hunt them.
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The Wildest World
Darkness transforms a place. When night falls, I find myself in a landscape
unlike the everyday one. In this unfamiliar world, everything looks different,
sounds different, even smells different. Gone are the bright colors and other
visual cues that my retinas are built to decipher. Thus handicapped, I find I
must rely more heavily on my other senses, which have dulled from lack of
use. Just as dining by candlelight enhances taste, being outdoors in the dark
makes me hyper-aware of the whispering pine, the snapping twig, the stickysweet smell of young cottonwood leaves, the sharp prick of a ground-creeping
vine that snags my ankle. It’s as if broad daylight, along with the lamps and
electronic screens of my indoor world, has overexposed my senses. At night,
with the light dialed down, the world around me “pops” with detail. A shooting star plunges through the night sky. On the ground, I can make out a field
of white daisies, echoing the constellations above. I take great comfort in this
sensual, primal connection with nature.
	Not everyone sees it this way. Even at a campground deep in the forest,
where I imagine few visitors are afraid of the dark, I notice that most people
are reluctant to embrace the night. The campers gather around their fires,
arming themselves with headlamps and lanterns when they leave the circle
of flickering light. Occasionally they pause in darkness to appreciate an
especially brilliant night sky. But the lights snap back on if there is any
sudden, unidentified sound in the forest.
They’re missing out. The alien world of darkness is where some of the
wildest of all wildlife can be found. It is where I can observe otherwise unseen
animals, escape from ugliness and clamor, and leave behind the distractions
of daily life. Even when I visited the Tiputini Biodiversity Station deep in the
Ecuadorian rainforest in early 2013—one of the least developed places on the
planet—the sound of a boat engine, a generator, or a cabin door slapping
against its wooden frame occasionally intruded. Not in the middle of the
night, though. That is when I lay awake on my bunk in the screened cabin, or
sat on the porch in defiance of the mosquitoes, and listened to a symphony
unlike anything played in the daytime. Instead of the deep rum-rum-rum
sound of the bullfrogs near my home, I heard their tiny Amazonian cousins calling from inside bromeliads, using the plants’ leaves like gramophone
horns to amplify their voices. Higher-pitched insects accompanied the frogs,
and bats of all sizes darted through the camp—some of them large enough to
eat other, smaller bats.
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Midnight Migrations
Back home in Washington, I awaken at 4 a.m. to the scratching sounds of a
bat squeezing its way through a tiny crack in the eaves above my bedroom
window. He’s probably turning in for the night—or for the day, in his case.
The endless day–night cycle of activity and inactivity can result in spectacular migrations. At dusk, an entire colony of bats may spiral out of a cave,
or stream from beneath a bridge, in one massive “emergence” to feed. The
largest of all migrations occurs every 24 hours in the world’s oceans and lakes,
where many organisms move closer to the water’s surface at night and then
sink back to deeper waters during the day. Scientists discovered this vertical migration during World War II, when Navy sonar readings inexplicably
showed a sonar-scattering layer in the ocean that appeared to be shallower at
night than during the day; it turned out to be a concentration of plankton
and other organisms.
More recently, scientists at the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service have used
radar to reveal the nighttime migrations of birds and bats, which are difficult
for humans to observe directly. In a project funded by the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative, the scientists have positioned mobile radar units at more
than a dozen locations around the shorelines of the Great Lakes during the
spring and fall migration seasons, beginning in 2011, to try to get a better
idea of when and where migrations occur and how they might be affected by
future wind energy development. The radar antennas are the same type used
to detect ships but with extensive software modifications.
During most 24-hour cycles, the radar shows that activity is low during the
day, builds up just after sunset, peaks in the middle of the night, and tapers off
before dawn. A typical radar image taken at 5 p.m. during the fall migration
has only a few streaks, representing the movements of a small number of birds
traveling in random directions. An image taken at midnight, however, shows
intense, mostly southbound activity. “We knew this was occurring, but we
had never been able to show it to anybody,” says Jeff Gosse, regional energy
coordinator for Region 3 of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. “Now people
actually get to see it.”
Although larger birds such as raptors and waterfowl often travel during
the day, most songbirds and bats migrate under cover of darkness. A common
theory among scientists is that nighttime migration is an effort to avoid
predators. “If you’re ‘snackable,’ it’s better to fly at night,” says Gosse.
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A 10-point buck moves freely in Shenandoah National Park in Virginia.

EMAMMAL PROJECT

Gosse and his colleagues are also using acoustic and ultrasonic monitors
to record the calls of migrating birds and bats. On quiet nights in the spring
and fall, I sometimes hear songbirds calling to each other as they pass unseen
overhead. These night flight calls are different from birds’ other calls, and
identifying them is “a new frontier in birding,” according to Rob Fergus, an
ornithologist and avid birder who has been recording and analyzing the flight
calls of migrating birds passing over his home in New Jersey since April 2012.
The timing of migrations can have profound consequences for predators.
For example, the introduction of opossum shrimp in Montana’s Flathead
Lake—the largest natural freshwater lake west of the Mississippi—led to
an explosion of nonnative lake trout in the early 1980s. In the daytime, the
shrimp hang out in the lake’s deep waters, where the lake trout feast on them.
At night, the shrimp rise to the surface to feed. The native westslope cutthroat
and bull trout that once thrived in Flathead Lake have mostly disappeared—
not only because they are eaten by the much bigger lake trout but also because
they don’t swim deep enough in their daytime feedings to take advantage of
the shrimp buffet.
	Of course, some nocturnal activities have nothing to do with predation.
Birds, seals, and at least one insect rely on the night sky for navigation. In
a study published last year, scientists in Sweden and South Africa used a
Johannesburg planetarium to demonstrate that African dung beetles, which
roll balls of feces along unerringly straight paths, rely on the Milky Way for
orientation.
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Night Visions
I bought my first trail camera a few months ago to investigate the comings
and goings of the nightlife—starting with a suspected stray cat in the barn.
To my surprise, the images revealed not one but two feuding cats—appearing
on camera only at night. Since then, I have repositioned the camera on
a trailside tree in the woods near the house but have so far only captured
images of domestic animals (the cats, the dog, my husband) and a few
deer wandering past. Tracks, scat, and the occasional sighting tell me that
coyotes, bears, bobcats, and cougars are also regular visitors, but photos can
help me learn more about individual characteristics such as the size and age
of these animals.
Many inexpensive trail cameras capture black-and-white still or video
images at night and even record sound. They have become very popular with
hunters as well as amateur scientists. Some hunters are taking to the woods
with night-vision goggles, too. Night hunting is legal in some states but not
in others. In the never-ending game of coevolution, human predators are only
one step behind their increasingly nocturnal prey.
At the North Carolina Museum of Natural Sciences, Roland Kays is
collaborating with the Smithsonian Institution on a citizen science project,
called eMammal, that will use data from motion-triggered cameras to
document what animals live where and to study how they are affected by
activities such as hunting, trapping, hiking, and biking. Now in its second
field season, the project has signed up 85 volunteers, has amassed more than a
million pictures, and is poised for a major expansion.
Camera traps are already revolutionizing biology, providing rare peeks
at how wild animals behave when they think nobody is watching. This is
particularly true for nighttime behavior, which has always been difficult to
observe firsthand. At the research station I visited in Ecuador, for example,
researchers are snapping photos of elusive species such as the jaguar, giant
armadillo, short-eared dog, and nocturnal curassow.
	Still, there’s nothing like observing wildlife in person. That requires a little
tolerance for cooler temperatures and insect bites, as well as some patience. It
takes 30 minutes or more of darkness before the human eye fully shifts to its
scotopic, or dark-adapted, vision. The rods of the eye—photoreceptors that
respond to light but not to color—contain molecules of a biological pigment
called rhodopsin that is extremely light sensitive. Rhodopsin is what enables
us to see in low light conditions, but when it is exposed to brighter light, the
pigment bleaches instantly and takes time (and darkness) to regenerate.
winter/spring 2014 55

Appalachia_WS2014_FINAL pages_11.6.indd 55

11/6/13 7:12 AM

	In the modern world, we bleach our rhodopsin every time we glance at
a cell phone screen or flip a light switch. That’s why you can easily find your
way to the bathroom in the night but stumble on the way back to bed. In
many places, nighttime light pollution is interfering with animal behavior
and making it difficult to see the constellations that captivated our ancestors.
Even in my rural community, some of my neighbors habitually keep a bright
light burning from a high perch all night long, bleaching the rhodopsin of
anyone looking in that direction.
Although artificial lighting has made it possible for many humans to stay
up late to work or play, as a species we are in some ways less nocturnal than
we once were. Evidence suggests that humans living in an earlier time often
rose in the middle of the night to stoke the fire, engage in a few hours of
quiet reflection, or make love—rather than sleeping for an entire eight-hour
stretch, as is commonly prescribed today.
	In an experiment conducted in the early 1990s at the National Institute
of Mental Health, psychiatrist Thomas A. Wehr placed seven volunteers
in totally dark bedrooms for fourteen hours a night. By the final week of
the four-week-long experiment, the volunteers were sleeping an average of
eight hours a night—but not all at once. They tended to rouse after several
hours of sleep and then spend one to three hours in quiet wakefulness before
falling asleep again for several hours. This polyphasic sleep pattern is common
in chimpanzees, baboons, and other animals. Perhaps it is also natural for
humans to be awake in the middle of the night. “Consolidated sleep in
human beings may be an artifact of modern lighting technology,” Wehr wrote
in a 1992 paper describing the experiment.
	I think of Wehr when I wake in the wee hours to the song of the Western
screech owl, which is not a screech at all—more like a bouncing ball, the
bounces coming faster and faster until the ball comes to rest. Ten seconds pass
and the ball drops again: hoo-hoo-hoo-hoohoohoohoohoo. The loud call rouses
me from my dreams, so I open the bedroom window and lie back to listen.
Perhaps I was meant to be awake for this.

Dawn Stover is a freelance science and environmental writer based in White
Salmon, Washington.
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Gabbro
Gabbro is
Calcic plagioclase.
Gabbro is
Sedimentary, igneous rock.
Gabbro is
Rock bottom.
Gabbro is
Rocky Zero.
Gabbro is
Bedrock and rock bed.
Gabbro is
The Rock of Ages.
Gabbro is
Rock weed.
Gabbro is
Sea rock salt.
Gabbro is
The Great Rock Crab under the sea.
Gabbro is
Rock, and roll, from Africa.
Gabbro is
Volcanic rock ships.
Gabbro is
Rocky mountains.
Gabbro is.
Francis Blessington

Francis Blessington’s poems have appeared in many literary journals. His verse
translation of Euripides’s The Trojan Women won the Der-Hovanessian Prize for
Translation in 2011.
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The Great Silent Places
A musician considers the quest for a place that lacks noise
Ben Cosgrove
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s we moved along the trail, Gordon Hempton spoke to me only in
the most intensely hushed tones, and when he detected other hikers
nearby, he stopped talking entirely. When he did say something to passing
groups, it was to apologize for the slight squeak the strap on his bag made
as he walked. Hempton, one of the world’s foremost nature recordists and
a prominent acoustic activist, was leading me to the quietest square inch
in North America. It’s a spot off Olympic National Park’s Hoh River Trail
that Hempton established in 2005 and called One Square Inch of Silence, or
OSI. Hempton makes his living by producing and selling audio recordings
of natural sounds, but midway through his career, he discovered that his field
was in crisis. Using all the data available to him, he calculated grimly that
the number of places on the continent where he could still make a twentyminute recording without having it ruined by the intrusion of some humanmade sound had dwindled into the single digits. Sensing a need for action,
he selected one of them, made it the symbolic center of a campaign for sites
of natural silence, and has spent much of his time since then defending the
spot from human-made noise of all stripes.
There is an unusual explanation for why I found myself
in the Washington woods with a man apologizing for the sound of a
plastic buckle. I had been thinking critically about natural sounds for years
myself: I’m an independent composer and performer, and much of my work
is drawn from my interests in landscape and geography. Over time, this has
led me to wonder a lot about the relationship between sound and place. I’ve
tried with several of my compositions to represent or celebrate the resonance
of certain places, and accordingly, I have spent lots of time wondering at
length about what those places actually sound like.
A few years ago, I was creating a piece about Massachusetts that would use
recordings of places around the state. I hadn’t tried this technique before and
was excited about the possibilities as I loaded myself up with microphones
and digital recorders and trekked out. As I began to record, however, I learned
quickly that Massachusetts—pretty much from top to bottom—sounds a lot
like traffic.
This troubled me more than I might have expected. For one thing, I was
recording in locations that I had hoped would be special, and I had wanted
The Hoh River in Olympic National Park, near one of the (allegedly) quietest places
in America. NATIONAL PARK SERVICE
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to capture some of the dramatic changes between the mountains and the
beaches, the salt marshes and the cities, the cranberry bogs and the paper
mills. Here was a place that contained multitudes, and somehow this diversity
wasn’t reflected in its soundscape. Or when it was, the delocalizing effects of
interstates and airplanes muddied those distinctions.
These are the biggest culprits. Most of our acoustic clutter takes the form
of thick and heavy drones: airplanes, interstates, appliances, engines, air
conditioners, power lines—all hanging like a veil over the world’s beautifully
various soundscapes. To get an idea of the problem, try thinking about the
case of my stepfather, who lives with tinnitus, a constant ringing in his ears.
He likened his affliction to hearing a steam radiator running everywhere he
goes, all the time, and he struggles to hear details over the hiss. Only salient
acoustic events stand out of the white noise, the same way that hills become
islands in a flooded valley. As we gradually shroud our soundscape with the
hums, rumbles, and moans produced by our needs to transport people,
data, and power, our world is beginning to sound a lot like the one my
stepfather hears.
	In the end, I wound up using fewer field recordings in the Massachusetts
piece than speech fragments from interviews I had conducted with people
around the state. Soundscape concerns aside, I learned that a regional accent
can evoke this particular place more strongly for most people than can the
sounds of surf or wind or rain. There’s a lot that’s true in what Hempton says:
We tend not to notice what the world sounds like.
	So the real challenge for people like him lies in somehow getting this
message through to an American public whose feelings about sound tend to
be pretty apathetic. We automatically focus on the loudest, the most obviously
relevant, the most entertaining. And in a world that is becoming noisier and
noisier, it’s increasingly easy—and perhaps more necessary—to filter out a
vast majority of the acoustic details we’re bombarded with every day. As a
result, we are not inclined to treat the soundscape at large with a great deal
of respect. As Hempton found, there is hardly anywhere in the continental
United States where one can still listen for ten full minutes without hearing
the intrusion of a human-made sound, even in such places as our most revered
national parks.
The world of the ear has undergone a pretty tumultuous time in the years
since the Industrial Revolution. Modern life has brought with it not only
the whirs and hums of its machines, but myriad ways to separate ourselves
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Silence activist Gordon Hempton in the field with a sound pressure level reader.
ben cosgrove

from those noises: architectural acoustics, soundproofing, acoustical tiles,
headphones, iPods. Even the ability to preserve and play back sounds using
recording technology made music both tightly controllable (in an acoustic
sense) and entirely separable from the spatiotemporal circumstances of its
performance. We can now refine and polish the sounds we intend to listen
to and wrap ourselves in those so effectively that it’s easy, even automatic, to
filter out the rest. Our often-quixotic quest for fidelity and control in our
human-made spaces and recorded sounds has helped lead to a dramatic dropoff in our awareness of the acoustic environment at large.
The Canadian composer R. Murray Schafer, now regarded as something
of a prophet in the field of acoustic ecology, coined the term soundscape in
the 1970s to refer to all the sounds a listener hears at a given moment. Our
unofficial policy of ignoring them (except perhaps in the cases where they
annoy us) was never something we unilaterally decided; we honed it over
years of innocent unawareness. It may not necessarily be callous to think that
our noise doesn’t matter, but it is somewhat naive. For generations, we’ve
cheerfully honked and stomped our way through the world without much
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serious consideration of our unwitting participation in—and eventually
our dominance of—its acoustic scene. The unfortunate consequence of this
disconnection has been neglect, making our relationship with sound a telling
microcosm of our relationship with the rest of the natural world.
People seem to be the only ones so oblivious to our own impact. In
early 2012, a team of evolutionary ecologists headed by Dr. Clinton Francis
monitored several habitats affected by industrial noise and found that it could
shift entire ecosystems. Francis’s group noted that because western scrub jays
started avoiding the noisy sites, they failed to spread pinyon pine seeds in
those areas (normally one of their chief responsibilities in the ecosystem).
Hummingbirds, who quickly flocked into the areas to avoid the jays, spread
flower pollen more extensively than they would have otherwise. Flowers
suddenly outnumbering pine trees in a given spot may not initially seem to
be too serious a problem, but as Francis told the New York Times, it represents
the first link in a long chain reaction because about 1,000 different species
depend in on pinyon pines for survival. The point is simply that our noise
makes a difference in the world’s ecology, no matter how adept we might
become at tuning it out ourselves.
One might think that if any place in this country would
have a rigorously protected natural soundscape, it would be in our national
parks, established for the explicit purpose of preserving places where visitors
could interact with the environment of an unmodified America. Yosemite,
the Great Smoky Mountains, Olympic, Denali, Everglades, and scores of
other national parks are internationally famous, well respected, and in almost
every way carefully maintained. “There is much to offer those who understand
the language of the great silent places,” wrote Harry Karstens, the first superintendent of Denali National Park. But until surprisingly recently, noise
pollution in these great silent places was left all but completely unchecked.
With the development of tools to measure more acoustic parameters more
accurately, however, and with the realization that soundscapes could and
should be considered as much a protectable natural resource as wildlife or
air quality, the National Park Service’s approach to sound has changed in the
last couple of decades. Today, the soundscapes of all 397 units of the
Park Service are overseen by the Natural Sounds and Night Skies Division,
whose headquarters I found in the unlikely location of an office park in the
commercial district of Fort Collins, Colorado. The office started in 2000
as the Natural Sounds Program and became a formal division of the Park
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Service when it was merged a few years ago with the Night Skies Program,
which guards against light pollution.
The division is headed by Karen Treviño, who brings to her position both a lifelong passion for wildlands management (she worked
for a time with the World Wildlife Fund) and an impressively wonkish command of legal history and parks policy. She has had the
job for nearly a decade, and the division has flourished under
her leadership.
“The truth is,” she told me, “you can preserve landscapes or wildlife parks,
but a lot of times that’s not enough; it ignores something important. And in
a strange way that’s why what we do in the Park Service is easier than what
they do in the Fish and Wildlife Service or in the Forest Service: We have the
enjoyment of visitors as a mandate, along with the preservation of the site’s
natural resources, natural and cultural. In a way that makes life easier because
we’re not spread across six different needs. In another way, it makes it harder
because those two requirements often really conflict.”
	She’s referring to the National Park Service Organic Act of 1916, which
gave life to the Park Service to “conserve the scenery and the national and
historic objects and the wild life therein and to provide for the enjoyment of
the same in such manner and by such means as will leave them unimpaired
by future generations.” Whenever soundscape people discuss this passage,
they carefully point out two things. The first is the telling division of “wild
life” into two words, which suggests preservation of the environment as a
whole (that is, including the landscape and soundscape, not just plants and
animals). The second is the all-important bit about providing—sustainably—
for the public’s enjoyment.
This latter point is stickier than it sounds in the smooth terms of the
Organic Act. From the moment of its inception, the Park Service has been
compelled to walk a fine line between preservation and public access, and the
issue of soundscape management throws this conflict into particularly stark
relief. Put yourself in the shoes of Park Service personnel, trying to satisfy
this Catch-22 of a dual mandate. Regulate air tours into the Grand Canyon and fewer people visit. Cater to visitors’ desires, however, and you can
compromise the environment of the park.
Here again, the public’s tendency to forget about sound is the office’s major
obstacle. Treviño marvels at our ability to take the acoustic environment for
granted, despite what she considers to be clear strengths of sound over sight
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(“We hear in 360 degrees, but we can’t come close to seeing that.”) and notes
with interest that although numerous blind vertebrates exist, no deaf ones do.
She also cites the possibility that living in a noisier world has simply forced
us to ramp up our personal audio filters. Kurt Fristrup, a senior scientist in
the office, described to me an average hike he might make with an out-oftown friend into the solemn peaks of nearby Rocky Mountain National Park.
“At the end of the day I’ll say to my friend, ‘Hey, when we were hiking today,
did you happen to hear any aircraft?’ And they’ll say, ‘Yeah, you know, I
guess I did hear one or two.’ And I’ll tell them, ‘There were 23 jets, there were
5 propeller aircraft, and there were 2 helicopters.’ And after that, most people
look at me and say, ‘You’re kidding.’”
Larry Gamble, the gentle-voiced director of planning at Rocky Mountain, offered a similar thought when I met with him in a small conference
room in the park’s visitor center. “People recognize right away if something
is amiss visually—you know, if there’s a big scar on the hillside or something.
But sound is trickier. It’s ephemeral. I mean, if someone clear-cuts and develops a site, the condo on the hillside is there and it’s going to be there. But
think of a thunderclap: The peal of thunder might only last a few seconds.
An intrusive noise oftentimes is not continuous unless you’re next to, say, a
major industrial plant. But you know, a jet goes over and people say, ‘Oh, it’s
going to pass. It may annoy me for a little bit, but it’s going to better in just a
few seconds.’ And we do that filtering unconsciously.”
Most of what Treviño’s division is focusing on at this point is simply
staggering amounts of data collection: Natural Sounds employees trek out
into the parks armed with microphones, windscreens, and several weeks
worth of blank audio storage, and carefully determine exactly what the
place sounds like. “Before we can make a policy case for this kind of thing,”
Treviño told me, “we need to amass so much data like this. Before we protect
something, we need to be able to say what it is we want to protect. We need to
be able to say quantitatively, we need to understand: What do these places—
these places of national importance—what do they sound like? What is it
that’s so important for us to save?”
Gathering such a wealth of information from the many parks, monuments,
and other sites within its jurisdiction has helped the office to navigate
the difficulty using a national office to deal with a problem that varies so
dramatically from park to park. Managers of federally protected areas from
across the country regularly contact Treviño and her team for consultation
regarding particular noise problems. On the days I visited, microphone-laden
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employees were constantly setting off for (or returning from) places like
Saguaro National Park, Homestead National Monument, Kings Canyon
National Park, and Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument. Follow-up work
was being done in Cape Cod National Seashore and Yosemite National Park.
I walked by a huge chart showing data from Haleakalā National Park.
Fristrup showed me an impressive graphic that compared the
average hourly ambient level of several dozen parks. Quieter ambient levels
are darker in color, whereas the loudest events show up as a blistering yellow
or white, making it immediately visually clear which parks are noisiest and
when. Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, on the border with Mexico,
shows up as an urgent white on this chart long into the night because of the
noise made by border patrol. Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve,
however, is “exceptionally dim”; so is Haleakalā Crater in Hawaii, barring a
strange spike around 4 to 6 a.m., which Fristrup explains is the effect of scores
of visitors going up the canyon every morning to watch the sunrise.
Their strategy for the moment is to slowly rack up enough information to
be able to make an impenetrable argument for effective regulation—or in the
short run, at least to make a strong case to the public to quiet down a little.
This might not seem like a productive approach, at least not right away, but
Gamble vouches for it: “I think when you’re trying to persuade someone,
it’s good if you can say ‘well look, this is the effect that you’re having on the
park.’ And it’s not just about the experience of the visitors: How is the noise
affecting wildlife interactions, affecting the ability of predators to hear their
prey or the ability of prey to hear and avoid the predators? How is it affecting
breeding? Noise has an impact on all of these things, and when you walk into
a park, you’re immediately a participant in it. It can only help if more people
know that.”
	One of the most successful attempts at reducing human noise came
from a low-tech experiment conducted by the Park Service, Colorado
State University, and the University of Vermont at the famously crowded
Muir Woods National Monument. The team took some baseline readings
around the heavily trafficked Cathedral Grove, then placed a few printed
signs identifying it as a “quiet zone,” and asking visitors to “enter quietly.”
When they measured the results, they were surprised to find that tourists’
chatter dropped off steeply after the signs were introduced. Ultimately, the
monument decided to leave the signs there permanently. In fact, when I
visited Muir Woods several years after the study was first conducted, even
I was startled by the sudden hush: As visitors entered the grove and became
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aware of other people speaking in whispers, they almost unconsciously
modified their behavior accordingly. Several parks now reduce noise at visitor
centers with this strategy.
Even this experiment, however, required an arsenal of audio equipment.
Part of the reason it has taken so long for the Park Service to mount a
dedicated defense of its soundscapes is that for many years the complicated
recorders and other equipment needed to effectively assess noise either
didn’t exist or cost too much. As a result, it was impossible to adequately
monitor the massive areas that Treviño and her team now oversee. Today,
however, it is easy for the scientists to collect the data they need and, just as
important, to convert it into a powerful visual argument.
Frank Turina, a senior employee at the office, showed me a video clip he
generated using noise-modeling software that showed the effects of a tiny
virtual motorcyclist driving the length of Going-to-the-Sun Road in Glacier
National Park, realized in painstakingly accurate topographical detail. The
clip is silent, but as the biker passes along the length of the road, the sound
he produces, represented as a massive blue wash, pours from behind him,
flooding valleys and reverberating off canyon walls, spilling violently into all
corners of the park. Watching the better part of a million acres all slowly
turning deep blue in the wake of a tiny motorcycle, I had to admit that the
graphic made the outrageousness of the bike’s impact on the park horribly
clear, in a way that statistics and even the sound itself might not have been
able to do.
Hempton disdains the Park Service’s approach to sound.
It considers only human noise’s effect on wildlife. “The Park Service
thinks that if we can get hard data that proves that noise is affecting
wildlife, then that’ll be what it takes to ‘sell’ sound protection to the public,”
he said. “That is outrageous and frankly, it’s insulting. The fact that it annoys
us should be enough evidence. It’s demeaning to say that we can’t do anything
until we prove it has an effect on wildlife.”
	In fact, although Hempton and Treviño are both working toward roughly
the same goal, their points of origin are very different, and they do not always
see eye to eye. Treviño passionately pursues soundscape protection in the parks,
it seems, because she sees it as an explicit requirement of the Organic Act, not
because of any particular philosophical feelings on the subject. Hempton,
in contrast, is driven by an ardent belief that human beings need silence and
that the parks are the perfect place to start. He’s not even convinced that
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the efforts of the Natural Sounds Program will ever amount to anything.
“I hate to say it, but the simple fact is that the National Park Service is
not going to save quiet,” he whispered to me at another stop along the
Hoh River Trail. “Bureaucratic structures will make it impossible. As long as
decisions are made in noisy offices, nothing will get done.”
Many of the people working in Treviño’s office came from relatively
disparate fields: Turina had been a park manager; Treviño herself has a legal
background; Fristrup worked in ornithology.
For the most part, the senior employees all cut their soundscape policy
teeth on the long and tortuous fight for more restrictive air tour management in Grand Canyon National Park, a site where noise complaints had
become startlingly numerous and desperate by the 1980s. The Grand Canyon
has been something of a ground zero for the legal and political battle for
noise control in the parks ever since, and—maybe Hempton would take this
as evidence for his theory about bureaucratic structures—the situation is still
not quite resolved.
	It did propel the field dramatically forward, however. The 1994 Report
to Congress on Effects of Aircraft Overflights on the National Park System,
a veritable masterwork in the Park Service canon of soundscape protection
documents, summarized the results of years and years of tests (largely done
at the Grand Canyon), and even called on the expertise of private-sector
acoustical consultants to make a strong case for the importance of natural
silence in the parks.1
It begins, improbably, with a brief essay by Pico Iyer:
We have to earn silence, to work for it: to make it not an absence but a presence;
not emptiness but repletion. Silence is something more than just a pause; it is
that enchanted place where space is cleared and time is stayed and the horizon
itself expands. In silence, we often say, we can hear ourselves think; but what
The report built on the requirements of the seminal 1987 National Parks Overflights Act
and ultimately led to the signing in 2000 of the National Parks Air Tour Management Plan.
The latter document requires all commercial air tour operators flying over or near a national
park (with a few very notable exceptions, such as the ever-controversial Grand Canyon and—
notably—every park in Alaska, including the air-tour-saturated Denali National Park) to apply
to the Federal Aviation Administration for a permit to enter the airspace over each park. The
act further required the FAA to work with the NPS to develop a unique air tour management
plan for any unit of the park system where such a plan wasn’t already in effect.
1
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is truer to say is that in silence we can hear ourselves not think, and so sink
below our selves into a place far deeper than mere thought allows. In silence,
we might better say, we can hear someone else think.

This is perhaps an unexpected note on which to begin a 330-page stack of
charts, graphs, hard data, and government prose. But the use of Iyer’s words
points to an important aspect of effective noise and park management, namely
the acknowledgement and validation of the visitor’s subjective experience; a
congressman reading the report is reminded right at its opening that sound is
a crucial (and until relatively recently, all but unquantifiable) element of that
human sensory experience.
“I think that to some extent we’ve become desensitized to our natural
sounds,” Gamble said, leaning across the table. “I mean, think about how
noisy our world is, even in subtle ways. We hear everything through the
sound of our engines, the sound of our tires on the road, the sound of our
phones ringing, the sound of this air conditioning.” Behind him, I could
see that the wind was blowing over the Rocky Mountain Park’s eponymous
peaks, howling through the valley in which our building was set, and setting
the leafless tree limbs nearby to clatter violently, but in here the window’s
thick glass muted the scene. All I could hear was the air conditioning.
“We are actually uncomfortable just being quiet,” he went on. “If you
think about it, I bet as soon as you get in your car, you probably turn on
the radio. Or you get home or whatever, and you have the fan going, or the
TV . . . . I think it’s becoming more and more difficult for us. And I do this too!
To just sit and be quiet, either outside or in your home, just to listen to it, just
to hear the nothing, just to experience what silence really is—it can be scary.
It’s lonely. It’s almost as if there’s something you want to drown out, but what
is it?”
Hempton maintains that greater public appreciation of stillness could not
help but lead to broader ecological awareness. “We need places of connection
now more than ever,” he said. “If you sit still and listen to the world, you feel
more like a participant in it; you have more of a stake in its balance.”
Hempton is aware that silence may not grab the public’s attention the way
noise can, but insists that to gloss over this is to ignore precisely the reason it
is so important. Other sound preservationists feel the need to sensationalize
the beauty of natural soundscapes, he thinks, and this misses the point. Of
some of the compositions produced by Schafer and his coterie, known for
their use of dynamic and evocative field recordings, he says, “I like the idea,
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but I don’t like that they feel compelled to choose such interesting soundscapes. It sends the wrong message.” Perhaps convincing today’s public of the
value of stillness might be a hard sell, but in a frustrating sort of chicken/egg
paradox, people need to understand its value before they can start to contribute to its protection. Quiet, he noted several times on our hike, is quieting.
People tend to be quieter in places that are already quiet. Like libraries.
What Hempton really wants is for the Federal Aviation Administration
to reroute some flight paths, just enough so that some spots remain where
people could hear what the world would sound like without us. Olympic
National Park is his first choice. Only three commercial flights go over the
park. It would take one extra minute in the air for these flights to avoid the
park. Air Transport Association data shows that one minute in the air costs an
airline just $66. Hempton told me this as we hiked, poised, unblinking and
intense, as he waited for me to realize that I should be writing this down.
His lingering hope lies in something he calls “quiet tourism,” a movement
whose moment he feels is coming. “What we need is a Quiet Places system,
not unlike the Dark Skies program. The number one industry in the world
is tourism. And the fastest growing tourism sector is ecotourism. This is seriously a question of billions of tourist dollars. They’re going to come here from
all over the world and they’re going to eat well and they’re going to sleep in a
soft bed and they’re going to be quiet.”
The Natural Sounds Division has some curious ideas about
what noises the Park Service should consider part of the “natural” soundscape:
foghorns and clanking buoys in Acadia, reenactors’ gunfire at Minute
Man National Historical Park; the activities of native peoples throughout
the park system. Obviously, making exceptions for these sounds isn’t at all
unreasonable, but it does point to a certain fuzziness around our cultural
idea of what quiet should be. “Wherever we are, what we hear is mostly
noise,” wrote John Cage, who famously insisted in his music and writing on
the impossibility of any complete silence. “When we ignore it, it disturbs
us. When we listen to it, we ﬁnd it fascinating.” It may be that we’ve been
ignoring noise for so long that it doesn’t even disturb us anymore. But it’s also
important to consider that if quiet is simply the absence of that noise, then it’s
just as difficult to define and much more difficult to achieve.
	I wanted to see what a purer silence would be like, and so I arranged
to visit an anechoic chamber at the University of California, Berkeley. It’s a
specially constructed room, used for medical studies and the calibration of
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audio technology, in the subbasement of a gigantic concrete building, and
set on its own spring-loaded foundation outside of the building’s normal
footprint to protect against vibrations from the street. The walls, ceiling, and
floor are several feet thick and coated with an elaborately ridged pattern of
absorptive foam designed to completely frustrate the reflection of any sound
wave. By most definitions, it’s a totally silent space.
A graduate student who helps administer the chamber came in on his day
off to let me poke around inside, with his 3-year-old daughter in tow. As he
quietly explained the room to me and prepared to shut me inside for a few
minutes, the girl was excitedly bouncing off the walls of the adjoining office,
cheerfully yelling about the drawing she just made, demanding to know about
lunch plans, and wondering aloud who I was and what we were doing here.
Her volume contrasted strikingly with what I heard as we closed the chamber
door between us, pinching the sounds—a humming office, a harried graduate
student, and a hungry toddler—into oblivion.
	It was uncomfortably quiet inside, and I was aware of an oppressive
silence pressing in around from all sides—I felt something almost like
claustrophobia. Most unnerving was that the spatial information I was used
to gleaning from sound simply wasn’t there: when I clapped my hands,
there wasn’t any decay to the sound whatsoever. Nothing suggested how big
or small the room was, where I stood in relation to its walls, or where the
room lay in relation to the rest of the building. It was an eerily placeless,
spaceless, and clinical sensation.
This is entirely different from the type of silence Hempton guards at OSI.
The Square Inch itself is in a small clearing, a few hundred yards down an
elk path that parts from the Hoh River Trail just a few miles from the Hoh
Visitor Center, and we reached it an hour or two after we set off from the
visitor center. Hempton stopped me just before we turned off the trail,
explaining that since we couldn’t talk in the space (somehow this obvious fact
hadn’t occurred to me), he’d better get a few last words in now.
“When we enter, what you will hear in the space are a few birds, the tall
winds against those big spruce trees, and the distant rush of the Hoh River.
You’ll see the stone at the site, along with other stones people have brought
from around the world to mark the spot. Once we’re there, I’ll take a SPL
[sound pressure level] reading and I’ll show it to you. If you like, I can take
a picture of you in the space he has been here with more than a few silenceseeking tourists—“Then I’m going to leave, but when I do I want you to stay,
and think, and listen, and just be in the space.”
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He continued, “When you’re in there I want you to practice a different
type of listening. Remember that we don’t have earlids. We all know the kind
of listening we’re ordered to do by our teachers in school, to focus on one type
of sound and carefully filter out all the others.” I nodded. “But—and this is
important—that’s not listening at all. It’s focused impairment. When you’re
in there, do not listen for sounds. Just listen to the place.”
With that, he turned and marched under the base of a gigantic spruce tree
and led me along the elk trail into the clearing. On a gigantic mossy log was
a red stone that Hempton placed there to mark the space. I knew about the
stone beforehand. What I hadn’t expected was to find it surrounded by an
astonishing number of notes, pebbles, and other items that had been placed
there by silence pilgrims from around the world.
True to his word, Hempton took his SPL reading, shot a few photos,
shook my hand, and tiptoed back out toward the Hoh River Trail, leaving me
alone in the glistening rainforest. Unsure of what to do at first, I tried my best
to do as he recommended and listen a bit.
	It was, in fact, incredibly quiet, though I struggled to keep from focusing
on individual sounds and instead to listen broadly to the place as a whole.
The tall winds and the river just came across as complementary soothing
bands of white noise, filtered, as Hempton had said they would be, through
the site’s unique topography and vegetation. The foundation they provided
was sprinkled with the occasional conversation of birds and the rustling of
undergrowth. After a few moments, though, these noises, far from standing
out in the silence, seemed to help create it. I could hear where the land
stopped and the water began; I could hear the direction of the wind; I could
hear exactly where I was.
Natural silence is nothing at all like the noiselessness
of the anechoic chamber. It’s defined not by the acoustic events that aren’t
there but by the ones that are. Natural silence, as I experienced it at the top
of the Hoh River Valley that afternoon, is felt not as an absence but on the
contrary as a strong, orienting, and reassuring presence.

Ben Cosgrove is a writer and touring musician based in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
He writes music and nonfiction about landscape and place, and his work can be
heard at bencosgrove.com.
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Right There
Alone in the desert, plumbing depthless silence
Peter Tyson
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I

f you were to drive west across the United States from
the eastern seaboard, turn left when you hit the wall of the Rocky
Mountains, and follow that wall south all the way to where the Rockies cross
the border into Mexico, you would find yourself in the spot I call the Core.
The Core of Silence. It’s a circular zone roughly 10 miles across that is not
marked on any map and that only I know about because it exists only in my
mind. I created it, or rather it arose of its own accord out of the exquisite
silence I discovered there. Five times between 2003 and 2013, I have camped
by myself at its center for a week or two, out to plumb that depthless silence.
Where the Core is precisely doesn’t matter, and I don’t want to reveal it
anyway. But I will say it lies in the Chihuahuan Desert of Big Bend National
Park, in west Texas. If you look at a map of the continental United States,
Big Bend, named for a broad turn in the Rio Grande, is that other southpointing part of Texas, like a second horn to the big horn whose tip is at
Brownsville on the Gulf of Mexico. Mariscal Mountain, which pokes north
into the Core within Big Bend and south across the Rio Grande into Mexico,
is the southernmost extent of the Rockies in the United States.
Henry David Thoreau called silence “the communing of the conscious
soul with itself.” The chance to commune in such a way is why I have returned
again and again to the Core. I won’t get into what the soul is or isn’t; theories
about that could fill the Core itself. Let’s just say I go there to commune—
with myself, with nature, with deep time, with silence. It’s a one-sided
conversation. I ask questions, and the desert answers with silence. In silence,
whether within oneself or within the vastness of the desert, lies mystery, and
mystery is what I crave. Here in the 21st century, we believe we’ve answered
most questions that matter. But many of the most fundamental ones—
why are we here? what becomes of us after death? what exists on the far side of
the universe?—remain unanswerable. The most fruitful way to contemplate
such impenetrable enigmas, as thinkers from the Desert Fathers to Thomas
Merton maintained, is through silence.
My problem, and maybe it’s yours too, is that whenever I enter silence
I bring noise with me. The Core is the quietest place I know, yet it can do
nothing, at least initially, to silence the noise I carry with me in my head.
The noise of society, of worry and stress, of self-doubt.

“The Core,” the author’s silent refuge, lies somewhere in the Chihuahuan Desert of Big
Bend National Park, in west Texas. peter tyson
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On my most recent trip, in
May 2013, I entered the Core
planning to do nothing but
hearken to the silence. (Once
a colleague in the office asked
me what I did by myself way
out in the desert. “Nothing,” I
said. That sent him, wide-eyed,
into disbelieving guffaws. As
if someone would spend his
precious vacation time doing
nothing.)
But I didn’t succeed. If I
Peter Tyson by a fossil tree deep in “the Core.”
were made of stronger stuff, if
Peter Tyson
I were Thoreau perhaps, I could
have just sat on my pumpkin and communed all day long. But I’m antsy. I
like to explore. I want to have my cake and eat it too. And on this trip to
Big Bend, as on all four preceding it, there came a time when all the noise
I was trying to suppress came crashing to the fore in my brain. Even longsuppressed thoughts of my father’s sudden death three decades ago crept in. It
was nobody’s fault but mine. The noise shredded the psychic fabric of silence
I had carefully woven over my first days in Big Bend.
But forget that for a moment. What is it about the Core? What is it that
draws me there, to that one spot, like the Devil’s Tower coaxes Richard Dreyfuss
in Close Encounters? The place I go is flat, thorny, head-poundingly hot desert.
I call it the frying pan. On that trip in May, it was in the neighborhood of
100 degrees for three days straight. The only shade is the marginal shadow
of a prickly pear cactus or one of the squat, tiny-leaved mesquites or Texas
persimmons that pass for trees in the Chihuahuan Desert. From about 1 p.m.
to 6 p.m., you don’t want to be out in the sun if you can help it. The Park
Service recommends you drink at least a gallon of water a day while at Big
Bend; I sweat so much, I drink two. I bring all my water with me to the
camp, because the nearest spring is five miles away across the frying pan, and
the park’s inhabitants—from wasps to brown-headed cowbirds to mountain
lions—rely on that water.
	I come, of course, for the silence. It’s not like any silence I’ve ever
experienced. It’s not pure—there are birds, bugs, wind. Who would want
pure silence? No one. Faced with utter soundlessness, we would surely agree
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with the seventeenth-century mathematician and philosopher Blaise Pascal,
who, musing on the inconceivable vastness of the universe, declared, “The
eternal silence of these infinite spaces fills me with dread.” But it’s as deep a
silence as I’ve known on Earth, particularly when the wind drops, as it can on
a dime, and stillness rejoins its cousin silence in fashioning an atmosphere of
tranquility that is literally breathtaking.
	In part, that incomparable silence results from Big Bend’s isolation in west
Texas, where it lies largely off flight paths. Over the course of a week, I will
typically hear only one or two high-flying jets and one single-engine plane
(usually the park’s own on patrol). The rest of the time, I neither hear nor see
anything human-made, except that which I have brought myself. No engines,
no voices, no electric lights at night. Just wild nature and that immutable
silence. Have you ever found a place where you can face the natural world
directly, in the primordial silence that pervaded Earth before we evolved and
that yet pervades nature where we’re not? No matter how remote I’ve traveled
on the planet—the Amazon of northwest Brazil, the North Slope of Alaska,
the Rajasthan Desert of western India, the Antarctic Peninsula—I’ve never
experienced silence as profound as what I’ve encountered there, in the Core.
How to describe that silence? Obviously, it’s quiet. But it’s quiet like the
ocean is large or the moon round or the Himalaya high—a silence of epic
proportions. As loud as jet engines are during a flight is how quiet the Core
is. Its soundlessness takes over everything. It’s penetratingly, far-reachingly,
all-encompassingly silent. It’s oppressive in the most pleasurable way, pressing
in comfortably from all sides like an old sweater. Discrete sounds—a cactus
wren singing on a nearby ocotillo, a bee zooming past on seemingly urgent
business—only remind the listener of the density of the enveloping hush.
Thoreau talks about “a harmony inaudible to men.” That’s the one I’m
always listening for when I’m in the Core. When I’m not distracted, I attend
to the surrounding silence as to a symphony, with complete attention. I
breathe shallowly, keep my head still, my eyes unblinking. My ears feel like
those of the black-tailed jackrabbit that darts amid the desert’s cacti: giant
sails in full billow. Something—what is it?—seems just out of reach of our
ears, our conception. It’s right there, within that thundering silence. If only
we could just . . . we can’t. It’s inaudible to us. But that makes it all the more
worthwhile to listen for. Would we listen only for what we can hear?
Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard
Are sweeter . . .
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Keats’s unheard melodies, Thoreau’s inaudible harmonies, remind me, in
case I’ve forgotten it, of the humility I should feel being just one more living
thing on planet Earth. Today, by standing on the shoulders of giants, we
humans believe ourselves to be on top of the world, whether we consciously
acknowledge it or not. But steep yourself in that magnificent silence for a
time, and you realize that, comparatively speaking, you amount to nothing.
That silence has been here for billions of years; you’ve been here for how
many? That silence permeates the universe; how far does your influence
reach? “Our noisy years,” wrote William Wordsworth, “seem moments in the
being/Of the eternal Silence.”
	I did a thought experiment once during a hike in the Core. It came
unbidden, as philosophical musings often do out there in the supernal quiet.
I imagined an omniscient observer standing before me in the desert. There
I am, life-sized. The observer starts to rise off the ground, keeping her eyes
fixed on me. I stay put. As the observer rises higher and higher, as if in a hotair balloon, she watches me down below getting smaller and smaller. Soon
she’s a thousand feet overhead, and I’m just a speck far beneath her. She
keeps rising higher and higher, till I disappear out of sight below. She floats
into the stratosphere and through the ionosphere into space and out past the
moon and the outer planets one by one and across the boundary-less edge of
our solar system and into the endless scatter of stars that make up the Milky
Way and out beyond them into the infinite emptiness of space, millions and
billions of light-years away.
	She looks back. Am I something of significance from that vantage? The
silence reminds you that you are a mote of dust in a universe teeming with
them. And that’s OK. That’s as it should be.
Sometimes, however, the sense of how inconsequential I truly
am deserts me—even in the Core. The noise I’ve unwittingly brought with
me overwhelms the silence that I’ve been trying my best to absorb through
osmosis. One day on that May 2013 trip, rather than just sit and contemplate the silence, I decided to have an adventure. On a previous trip, while
returning from a three-day jaunt to climb a mountain called Dominguez,
I’d noticed a cave high up on another peak. Its dark, round maw was perhaps
20 feet across—very inviting. I was too exhausted to investigate it then. How
about now?
	I left my camp at 4 a.m. I hoped to reach the cave in four or five hours and
return before the worst of the heat kicked in by early afternoon. Somehow
76 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2014_FINAL pages_11.6.indd 76

11/6/13 7:12 AM

I’d forgotten that just to reach the base of the mountain with the cave,
Backbone Ridge, would take four hours; then I had to get around to the far
side where the cave was and climb hundreds of feet up to it. Already I was
abandoning that sense of humility. I know what I’m doing was the incipient
conceit, and it only grew stronger as the day went on, to my detriment.
The predawn darkness as I set off was invigorating. Big Bend lies so far
west in the Central time zone that even in May it’s not light enough to see by

To reach a cave he wanted to explore, Tyson had to hike for hours across the “frying
pan,” a flat, thorny, shadeless expanse. peter tyson
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Backbone Ridge held the long-sought cave, but first he had to climb up it.

Peter Tyson

until about 7 a.m., so I had three hours of night-walking. The temperature
was in the 60s, with the refreshingly cool air only occasionally aquiver with a
barely perceptible breeze. Overhead, the stars that would have reminded me
of my insignificance but for my mindset looked like a million grains of rice
scattered across a black carpet. I carried a small but powerful flashlight that
illuminated its own 10-foot-diameter core of the desert floor ahead of me.
Good thing: Not long after striking off I almost stepped on a diamondback
rattlesnake coiled right on the trail. Its tawny scales blended in with the sandy
desert soil. The snake was modest-sized, no bigger all coiled up than a dinner
plate, and immobile from the relative chill of early morning, but I gave it a
wide berth. Soon after, also in the trail, a tarantula the size of my outspread
hand. The spider stood paralyzed on its eight hairy legs before the concentrated blast of light.
As the carpet of darkness began to roll back from the eastern horizon
above the Dead Horse Mountains I changed my mind. Rather than leave the
trail and cut across the desert to the base of Backbone Ridge as I had planned,
I would go around nearby Elephant Tusk Mountain and approach Backbone
and its tantalizing cavern from the east rather than from the south. That way
I could also visit a cluster of cottonwood trees growing in a spring below
Elephant Tusk. The tall cottonwoods, so surprising in desert, are a remnant
of an earlier era when Big Bend was cooler and wetter than it is now. I’d been
to that oasis before and wanted to walk again in that strange three-season
environment: spring wildflowers, summer heat, and autumn’s dead leaves all
at once. I knew it would add time, but I didn’t really think how much. That’s
dangerous when pushing limits: not really thinking.
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	It added three hours, and by then it was in the high 90s. I didn’t get to the
saddle that forms a kind of geologic smile between Backbone and Elephant
Tusk until about noon. That was eight hours after I’d left camp, and roughly
the time I’d hoped to be back there. I would need four hours minimum to
return from the saddle, and it was only getting hotter. In the blessed shade of
a shed-sized boulder, I paused for lunch—beef jerky, string cheese, crackers,
apple, Snickers bar—and evaluated the situation. The cave was just 600 or
700 feet above me: close. All I had to do was ascend a ridge to a headwall,
then traverse several steep scree fields to the base of the cliff that held the cave.
Examining the cave through my binoculars, I wasn’t certain I’d be able to
get up into it, but it looked doable, a short scramble up a sheer but handhold-rich face and I’d be in.
With my back against the boulder, I asked myself a question I’ve asked
so many times in similar situations over the years: Push on and complete the
goal, or be sensible and turn back?
	I started climbing to the cave at 2 p.m. So that I could move fast, I took
only the top portion of my backpack, which converts into a fanny pack. In it,
I placed my camera, notebook, and a Clif bar. Around my shoulder I slung
my full 1.8-liter Platypus, its water hose clipped over my shoulder for easy sipping access. Moving briskly up the increasingly precipitous ridge, I reached
the headwall in less than an hour. This was where the mountain itself poked
out of its debris skirt. (Like Elephant Tusk, Backbone Ridge is a volcanic
intrusion, lava that pushed up through existing rock millions of years ago and
hardened.) The cave was off to the right around several prominences.
The thought that I could twist or break an ankle on that steep scree occurred
to me. So did the dire consequences if that were to happen. How dire? If I
broke an ankle up there, I knew my chances of survival might be slim. Most
people, myself included, don’t usually calculate the consequences, or not sufficiently, and that’s why there are books like the one I was then reading called
Death in Big Bend (by Laurence Parent, Iron Mountain Press, 2010).
Because I was alone, I had left a note back at my camp saying I was doing
a day hike to the saddle on that Friday, May 10. I left another note at the
boulder that said I was climbing to the cave. But I had not filled out a solohiker form at the park headquarters at Panther Junction. I don’t do that on
these trips because I don’t know ahead of time what I plan to do and when,
and I don’t want to be tied to a specific schedule—that’s part of the freedom. I
did book my backcountry campsite, however, which is mandatory, so the Park
Service would have known where I was each night. But unless you complete
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the solo-hiker form, you are not required or even encouraged to check in
after camping. The only way the park would know something was amiss is if
a visitor or ranger happened to read the note at my camp after May 10, the
day I was supposed to return. The Black Gap Road, on which my camp stood,
is the most rugged in the park—high-clearance 4WD only—and for that
reason is one of the least-driven.
What if no one happened to read my note for several days after the 10th?
Visitors would have no reason to, unless they had reserved my campsite and
wanted to know whose stuff was in “their” site. Once they did read it—
and presumably alerted the authorities—the park would launch a search-andrescue operation. But by the time they found me, I’d probably be dead. I had
limited water—enough, if I strictly rationed it, to last me a few days. But
that’s only if I could get down from the headwall to the boulder where I’d left
my half-full 6-liter dromedary. Could I do that with a broken ankle? I assume
so, despite the pain, but I really don’t know.
The closest natural water source is Salvation Spring, as I call it because of
the vital relief it provided me on my climb of Dominguez Mountain in 2009.
But there’s no way I could get there in time with a fractured ankle: From the
saddle, it’s a minimum hour-and-a-half hike to the spring with no injury and
lots of strength. And as soon as I ran out of water, I would run out of life.
	I actually thought that all out at the headwall. I knew it to be a fact.
So why didn’t I turn back then and there?
Because the closer I got to the cave, the more I had to get to it. For George
Mallory, it was because Everest was there; for me, it was because the cave was
right there. For several years, I’d dreamed about exploring this cavern, and I’d
hiked nine hours across the frying pan and up the ridge to get here. It lay just
200 feet away. Would I stop now?
I can’t remember if I first thought of my children at the
headwall or when I reached the bottom of the pitch beneath the cave. That’s
the ultimate for me. If common sense was ever going to prevail, that moment
was it. “Think of Olivia and Nick, Peter. Do you really want to do this?” My
answer upon hearing their names—and I actually did say them out loud—
should have been an instant, unequivocal, irrevocable no. I do remember
thinking when I reached the bottom of the cliff that my loved ones implicitly
expect me, on my brief sojourns into the desert, to use sound judgment, not
do anything stupid, and come back alive. They don’t like that I go, but they
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acquiesce to it, knowing what it means to me. They expect me, however, as
they should, to return home in one piece to fulfill my responsibility as father,
son, brother, boyfriend. What could be a fairer bargain?
	It wasn’t enough. I was in the vortex. I’d reached the event horizon, the
tipping point, the point of no return—call it what you will. Something had
me in its grip. Hubris? Pride? A foolish consistency? All I know is that all
thoughts had become subordinate to a single imperative that by then had
taken control of my mind: Go for it. The cave was not 20 feet over my head.
It was right there.
	Over the years since I had first noticed the cave, I had fantasized about
what I might discover within it. The cave is situated in one of the more
remote parts of the 800,000-acre park. Very few would have been there. In
the Canyonlands of Utah, I once stumbled upon a rock shelter littered with
broken but handsomely flint-knapped spear points and arrowheads. Fremont
Indians, who had clearly used the shelter as a workshop, had discarded them
hundreds of years earlier. Would I find similar Indian remains in the cave? An
ancient hearth, perhaps, or a ceramic pot on a cave shelf? Maybe more recent
artifacts, such as the rusted tin cans found here and there in the desert, left by
ranchers who ran cattle in Big Bend a century ago, before it became a national
park. Or perhaps even more recent evidence of illegal immigrants who, having successfully crossed the scorching lower desert from the Mexican border
at the Rio Grande, bivouacked in the cave for a night or two before pressing
on into the unknown of a new land? Would I find bats? Stalactites? Multiple
“rooms” to explore?
As I began the 20-foot climb to the cave, I realized the pitch was on the
edge of requiring a rope. For a seasoned rock climber, it might have been an
easy free climb, and with a rope and someone belaying me, it would have
been easy for me too. But I have not technical rock-climbed since my college
days 30 years ago, and I had neither rope nor companion. No one knew I was
there. It was stiflingly hot. And one misstep and I could quickly break that
ankle or worse. I could even snap my neck on the rocks below the cliff.
What the hell was I doing?
I tried one route, then another, then returned to the original
route, even though a critical handhold there was a loose boulder wedged
into the face. All this happened in the course of a minute or two. I had no
thoughts of my loved ones, only of getting there. Halfway up the pitch, in
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Tyson was so appalled by what he had just done that he could only grab this quick
image from the small cave before retreating. Peter Tyson

part to deal with that loose rock, I fell back on using my knee, a total no-no in
rock climbing. But I was being an idiot generally, so why not with technique
as well?
Then I was over the lip and into the cave.
	I stood up, looked around. The “cave” was just a depression in the rock, a
20-foot-diameter sphere scooped out by rushing water millions of years ago,
when the surface of the surrounding land was hundreds of feet higher than it
is today. The cave contained nothing but smoothed stone and space. I could
walk across it, in any direction, in just three long strides.
	It didn’t matter. Even if the cave had appeared to be an archeologist’s
dream or had extended provocatively back into the darkness, I was gone.
Suddenly I couldn’t care less what was in there. I knew that if I waited, I
might lose my nerve to go back down that cliff face. I didn’t have a moment
to lose. I unzipped my fanny pack, pulled out my camera, snapped a shot
looking out the mouth of the cave, stuffed the camera back in, zipped the
pack shut, clasped it to my waist, and started down.
By that point, heading back over the lip, I was completely unnerved and
appalled by what I had just done. I should never have attempted such a climb,
which was patently unsafe for someone of my skill level. But I couldn’t allow
myself to think about that, not then. Get me off this goddamn cliff was my
only thought. Out loud, I reassured myself:
“You’re OK.” Place right foot.
“You’re OK.” Place left foot.
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“You’re doing great.” Lean out and look down, breathing heavily. Place
right hand.
“You’re OK.” Place left hand, then right foot.
	I was down faster than I’d gone up. I glanced back up the face, aghast. I
won’t repeat the language I used at that moment, but I cursed myself with
a spitting vehemence that surprised even me. I wondered if I would start
crying—as I did the time I woke bolt upright from a nightmare I was having
of my daughter tumbling off just such a cliff—when I blurted out “F***
you!” to myself and began sobbing. But below the cave, I didn’t cry. I was too
enraged for that. All I felt was piercing, unmitigated fury at myself.			
“Don’t ever do that again, you bastard.”
Wasting no time, I retreated along the headwall. Because I was shaken,
I chose to hug the wall rather than risk going out again onto that anklethreatening scree. The reason I hadn’t chosen this route before was that gnarled
desert trees, thorny and tough as nails, clung to the base of the headwall,
forming a near-impenetrable barrier. I went right through them. I didn’t care.
It was penance. My arms and legs got all scratched up and bloodied. At one
point, I realized I’d lost my lens cap. It was on a tether, and one of those stiff
branches had torn it from my camera, which by then I had around my neck so
I could protect my Platypus, with its life-saving water, inside my fanny pack.
I had to fight my way back to retrieve the cap, opening more lacerations.
How could I have been so selfish, so pigheaded, so stupid? Why was it so
important to reach the goal? Why didn’t thoughts of my loved ones deter me?
Or the danger to my own self?
Was it a dogged, boot-camp-like insistence on completing the assigned
task? I had chosen my goal, the cave, somewhat arbitrarily. Had I turned back
before attempting to ascend the cliff, I would have disappointed no one but
myself. I might not even have disappointed myself, if later I’d had the sense
to admit that I’d made the better choice by turning back.
Was it a denial of encroaching age (I was about to turn 53), a proud
assertion that I’m still young and tough and can “take it?”
Was it a throwback to the years after my father’s death, when I threw
caution to the winds as a matter of bearing? My father killed himself when he
was 49. I was then 22, fresh out of college and just entering the adult world.
For several years after he shot himself—an event of unbearable noise that
helped trigger my interest in silence—one question in particular of the many
swirling around his death would not leave my head: If he didn’t think it was
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worth it, why should I? I pushed limits all the time in those years. But that was
long ago, before I had children, and before I managed to sustainably silence
that peculiarly debilitating dissonance.
	Or was the noise that had taken over my brain that day in the desert
simply an unavoidable counterbalance to the deeply relaxing silence in which
I was immersed? The cave and those inaudible harmonies were both right
there, just beyond my reach. But wait, the cave was reachable!
	I don’t know. Perhaps it was all those things. All I know is that I hope
I never do such a damn-fool thing again. I can’t be certain I won’t because
I’ve made similar never-again pronouncements before. But I hope I have the
sense, or acquire it in time.
	I was preoccupied all the way back to camp. Or nearly, anyway. About
three hours after I’d left the cave, as I plodded mindlessly from exhaustion,
my eyes fixed on the ground in front of me, I heard something off to my
right. I was so spent I almost didn’t look up. When I did, I saw the last thing
I ever expected to see in those scalding desert flats: a black bear.
	I knew that Big Bend has a population of black bears that live high in the
Chisos Mountains, which rise more than 7,000 feet in the center of the park.
But out in the desert thousands of feet lower? What was it doing out there?
The sound I’d heard was the bear exploding out of a honey mesquite upon
detecting me and fleeing through creosote bushes in that amusingly bounding way black bears have. It was still barreling along 100 yards later when it
vanished out of sight into a wash.
By that point, I was laughing. Laughing at the sight of that loping bound,
made all the more comical by an absurd white patch on the bear’s rump,
which gave the retreating creature the look of a gigantic cottontail bunny.
Laughing at the incongruousness of seeing a bear in the middle of the frying
pan, on a day when even the lizards were hiding from the sun.
And laughing from relief. It was over. I was OK. Soon the silence would
work its magic, and I would be back listening for those unheard melodies and
pondering those age-old questions: Why are we here? What becomes of us
after death? What exists on the far side of the universe?

Peter Tyson is the publisher of Appalachia, AMC Outdoors magazine, and
AMC Books. He is working on a book about silence and the desert.
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Perfect Day: Pleasant Valley, CA
Incandescent light on the willow, its branches
sweeping the river of broken cane stalks; the song
sparrow flying straight across the water, quiet
today, protecting her nest in the reeds;
the ten-inch brown trout that rises, shakes off
the hook, dives back to his cold eddy;
snow that etches the ridges in bas
relief in the ravines of the Panamints.
Ahead, nervous frogs yelp and dive
into tule rushes as we leave the river;
transparent fry puddle the water
of Billy Lake; last winter’s cowpies
dry in the path; above, clouds strafe
the Sierras in seamless balance with the sky.
Marcyn Del Clements

Marcyn Del Clements lives in Claremont, California. She is a frequent contributor
to Appalachia.

winter/spring 2014 85

Appalachia_WS2014_FINAL pages_11.6.indd 85

11/6/13 7:12 AM

Waterman Fund Essay Contest Winner

Epigoni, Revisited
The trappings of the digital age follow a climber far north
Michael Wejchert
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Editor’s note: The winner of the sixth annual Waterman Fund essay contest, which
Appalachia sponsors jointly with the Waterman Fund, offers an honest look at a
climber’s ambivalence toward the technology he uses before and during an attempt
to climb Mount Deborah in Alaska. We hope that Michael Wejchert’s approach to
the cell phones and Web-based forums we now take for granted will open a new
dialogue about the relationship between technology and wilderness. The Waterman Fund is a nonprofit organization named in honor of Laura and the late Guy
Waterman. It is our mission to encourage new writers. See page 151 of this journal
for information about next year’s contest.

The machine does not isolate man from the great problems of nature but
plunges him more deeply into them.
						—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

W

e are not in New England. Certainly. Caribou tr acks
end in small dots beneath Paul Roderick’s single-engine DHC-2
Beaver. Denali, where Paul knows glacial landings like city slickers know
commuter shortcuts, is more than a hundred miles away. Every once in a
while, Paul lets go of the rudder to take a picture, and the plane bucks wildly.
Opening the window, offering his camera to the polar air, he snaps photos of
mountains without names. Bayard Russell, Elliot Gaddy, and I have all flown
with Paul before, but we’ve never seen him like this. We exchange nervous
glances.
When we cornered Paul a few days ago in the small town of Talkeetna,
Alaska, he was incredulous.
“You want me to land where?”
	I bluff.
“Rob Wing from Fairbanks has landed there tons of times, Paul.”
“Wing says he’s landed everywhere.” He scoffs, but it works. Pilots are like
climbers. The spark of competition, adventure, is usually all you need to light
a fire.
“All right. Get me a map and I might be able to get you boys in there.”
Bayard, Elliot, and I clink glasses at the bar a few minutes later.
We’re going to Mount Deborah.

Paul Roderick’s airplane lands on the West Fork Glacier.

MICHAEL WEJCHERT
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Alpinist magazine released the news in February. “The Copp-Dash Inspire
Award announced the 2013 winners of the climbing grant established in
memory of American climbers Jonny Copp and Micah Dash, who were killed
in an avalanche in China, along with filmmaker Wade Johnson. In addition
to providing financial support to prospective expedition teams, the goal of
the Copp-Dash Inspire Award is to . . . help the climbers bring back and
share inspiring multimedia stories of their adventures.” And there our scruffy
names were, in print. Shaking, I phoned my parents.
“We’re going. We got the money. I need to buy a nice camera.”
There was a silence. My parents remember Copp, Dash, and Johnson’s
deaths well. In 2009, the climbers were in China while I scaled mountains
on my first Alaskan expedition. Standing vigil by the phone, my parents had
been jarred by the news of their deaths. That spring moment, as Paul landed
with our own, live, sunburned, emaciated bodies, the moment my mother
heard my voice on a regular, non-satellite telephone, must have allowed them
to exhale.
Paul actually points out Mount Deborah’s unclimbed south face as the
plane slices through the freezing air, although it is not difficult to find. It
stands out, to say the least. A shriek of granite churned upward by some
massive thrust, sentinel, alone. Unlike the jagged “teeth” of the Central Alaska
Range, whose steep walls form a phalanx of igneous molars, Deborah heaves
upward sistered by nothing: a rotting fang in an otherwise empty mouth. The
mountain is terrifying: one of the most dangerous in North America, miles
from anywhere, swathed in snow.
“There’s the road, if you need to walk out,” Paul says into his headset.
I toss a glance at Bayard, sitting in the seat next to me, ten years my senior.
Though he can’t whisper discreetly over the thrum of the engine, I can tell he’s
never heard Paul say that before, either. We can barely make out the snowy
Denali Highway, a good 40 miles from our mountain.
	In 1964, David Roberts and Don Jensen hiked this distance on a failed
attempt at Deborah, only to limp out 42 days later, disappointed and grateful
to get out alive. It was Roberts’s book, Deborah: A Wilderness Narrative
(Vanguard Press, 1970), written in terse, uncompromising prose, which
convinced me to come here, though as a daydreaming eighth-grader, I might
have underestimated the severity of Alaskan climbing.
“Are you bringing a satellite phone?” David asks. We’re in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, it’s days before our trip, I’ve just spent more money on
parking than I do for a week of food, and the eighth-grader in me can’t believe
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I’m hashing out logistics with the legendary David Roberts, who pokes at a
salad. No one in the restaurant would guess Roberts was at one time a famous
Alaskan explorer, but then again, they aren’t close enough to see his eyes,
which flare with passion as the discussion dives into crevasses, hovers over
safe bivouac spots, or rests on the technical difficulties of climbing in the cold.
When Roberts and Jensen tried Mount Deborah in 1964, their two-way
radio broke down early and they had no communication to the outside world.
For day after forlorn day, the pair sat in isolation, whiling away their hours,
thwarted by an unyielding mountain and each other’s psyches.
	I wonder how Dave feels about us making a film, which is our plan. Is it
sacrilege? Years ago, when Talkeetna was a tiny spot on the map, when Dave
and a few others made tentative prods into the stunning peaks of the Alaska
range, mountaineering wasn’t so much of a commodity.
For my part, I feel as if our plan, involving thousands of dollars of borrowed camera equipment, promised pictures to various sponsors, the inevitable trip report and Facebook updates, and above all, a 248-mile flight, is
preposterous and unfair to the mountain.
Part of this stems from an impassioned letter Dave penned to Alpinist
magazine in 2007. “It hit me that the young climbers of the day were what the
Greeks called epigoni: the born-too-late, the hangers on.” The letter stopped
me in my nascent tracks. “There are still, to be sure, magnificent challenges
left for climbers . . . but . . . nearly all the hardest mountains in the world have
been climbed.” Going to Dave’s mountain, to the place that had sprouted a
title with the words “a wilderness narrative,” in Paul’s shiny new aircraft with
our solar chargers and iPods—were we hammering the nail in the coffin?
Had technology finally tripped over adventure?
According to Facebook, 76 people “like” the fact that we’re
heading to Mount Deborah. As the plane leaves the tarmac, Bayard’s iPhone
loses service and we stop sending photos of ourselves to his wife Anne, who
has been posting them. Accurate weather forecasting, satellite phone updates,
and Paul’s prodigal ability to coax an aircraft into locations other pilots cannot
all have warped one of the most remote places on earth into a playground for
alpine climbers. This paradigm shift convinced the three of us to unearth an
obscure objective such as Deborah, where we would almost certainly not see
another soul.
The irony is not lost on me that to finance our monkish stint of isolation,
we’ve ended up promising footage, photographs, and words to our sponsors.
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In our doing so, Deborah becomes a little less legendary with each click of
the shutter.
	None of this runs through my head just now. If writers ever state they
are thinking these delicate thoughts in the mountains, they’re liars: they’re
just horrified, like the rest of us. At the moment, I am not wondering if our
impact on Mount Deborah is valid: Elliot has just skied into a crevasse and he
might be hurt or dead. There aren’t any blog posts, just Bayard and I trying to
dig an anchor in deep snow, praying that one of our best friends is alive.
When we landed two days ago, the south face of Mount Deborah took
our breaths away. In our 40 collective years of climbing experience, we’d never
seen anything like it. From the air, we could feign aloofness, but as Paul flew
away, stranding us on the West Fork Glacier, we felt vulnerable.
	Sweat tinged my back despite the cold. We were utterly alone in one of the
wildest places on earth. When we intruders stood still, nothing moved. No
animal lived. No raven’s wings made silent brushstrokes against the shockingly
blue sky. Four miles up the glacier, past all the sleeping crevasses, past all the
avalanche-soaked passes, lay the apex of years of dreams—and nightmares.
This place could kill us instantly if it wanted to. I think of Copp, Dash,
and Johnson. Did they have time to turn the camera off before the avalanche
rang its final note?
After half an hour or so, Elliot emerges again. My friend is fine. His
sunglasses have fallen off and his skis dangle below him. Skiing back

Elliot Gaddy and Bayard Russell skiing back to base camp beneath the unclimbed south
face of Mount Deborah. MICHAEL WEJCHERT
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overcrevasse fields is indescribable:
an odd mixture of boredom
and constant, nagging fear. Flat,
uninteresting terrain cloaks the
menacing possibility of breaking
through to the world’s underbelly.
As we return to base camp, all of us
cringe, waiting for another plunge.
“Why do you need to go to
Mount Deborah?” The question is
simple, but grating. I am streaking
across Vermont in my Toyota
Corolla with my friend Anna. We Michael Wejchert in Huaraz, Peru.
have just come back from a hike, ERIK EISELE
one we’ve both done dozens of
times, though each time is different, and crystalline in my mind: new snow
on scraggly cedars, a resilient hobblebush, a slow pace, our nostrils stinging
from cold on the summit.
“It’s new. It’s unexplored. It’s mystery.”
“Why isn’t this enough? Why aren’t these moments significant for you?”
	I offer my best: that to find adventure in wild places these days you’ve got
to construct your own, that to keep pace with helicopters and cell phones and
idiot-proof GPS devices, you’ve got to burrow further, create challenges, go to
mountains without names. I neglect to mention, of course, we will rely on all
of these things on our trip to some extent.
But these moments at home are enough. Sometimes. I remember completing a hut-to-hut traverse in the White Mountains with my friend Tristan,
our feet pounding 52 miles of New Hampshire schist and granite, naked save
running shoes and shorts. But the summer’s heat, the closeness to buildings,
people, had allowed us to take no possessions or food. Deborah offers no such
choice. The farther north I get from the trappings of the digital age, the more
of it I seem to carry in my bag.
“Isn’t it contrived? Or selfish? To fly in to a place like that?”
For this I have no real answer.
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Not long after we’ve arrived, I stop worrying about contrivance,
or about being fair to Mount Deborah. It’s clear that although we have planes
and satellite phones in our quiver, the mountain can still surprise us.
“I’ve never been so goddamn cold in my life,” says Bayard flatly. Bayard, at
36, is one of the best U.S. winter climbers. I had a picture of him on my wall
long before I met him. I was too nervous to talk to him when I first moved
to New Hampshire. I’ve seen Bayard laugh off 30-foot falls, wend his way up
serpentine cracks chocked with ice, defy physics. The clothing company Outdoor Research is paying for him to be here, and he adds an air of legitimacy
to Elliot’s and my youthful, angst-ridden drive.
Polar air, a freak occurrence even for April in Alaska, settles over base
camp, and we begin to freeze. Everything—hand sanitizer, meat, bagels, contact lens solution—becomes a solid block. We will find out afterward it is the
coldest spring on Alaskan record since 1923.
The snow squeaks when our skis touch it. In the silence, the sound is
almost deafening. We keep our cameras tucked inside our shirts, even at
night, and I live with the battery for the satellite phone in my pant pocket.
Our plan is to climb Deborah with day packs and a single stove, in a push,
descend over the other side, and trudge back to base camp. This requires perfect weather, total confidence in our abilities, and the complete willingness to
live in unspeakable danger for three or more days.
“Michael. This isn’t going to work.” Bayard and I talk a day before we
decide to launch. I try not to think of my parents, a world away. “We’ll freeze
our toes. Best case scenario. No question.”
After a sleepless night, we awake at 4 in the morning, the three of us chattering as we melt water in the tent. It is –40 here, at 5,000 feet. What will
happen when we climb higher? I force myself out of the tent and stumble
around, shouting at the violent cold.
“C’mon DEBORAH!” I scream, a jilted lover. “Let us CLIMB!” Our systems have failed us. I do not snap photographs; exposed skin means frostbite.
After everyone wakes up, we ski toward the wall in our down jackets. Our
feet, buried in neoprene-lined double boots, are without feeling. For a second
I am detached. I start weighing how many toes I am willing to lose before I
turn around. For a minute, I contemplate this perverse absurdity in the arctic
dawn. The rope between the three of us suddenly comes tight. Bayard, stopping, 45 minutes away from base camp. The virgin face looms above us still.
“I’m going back. I strongly suggest you guys do the same.” Our plans
are unraveling. By now, success seems impossible. But just a few minutes of
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footage, Elliot and I climbing on the face . . . something for the grant committee.
I take some rope from Bayard. Elliot takes some climbing gear. We keep
going. Is this what Jonny and Micah thought as they pushed forward with Wade?
Or Dave and Don? Does the camera make us any less vulnerable?
	I realize the mountain doesn’t care who we are, why we’re here, or what
we’ve brought. My frozen fingers unzip four layers and finally fumble with
the camera lens. I manage 30 seconds of shaky footage almost automatically:
Elliot below the mountain, swinging his feet like a football punter to stay
warm. I don’t need the film to remember the moment though: We two grown
men doing jumping jacks, miles from anywhere, beneath a hunk of granite
no one really cares about, pistons of humanity bobbing up and down, fighting for enough warmth to stay alive. The climbing ceases to matter, and the
movie, too. Sometimes, surviving is enough.
After fifteen minutes of this, we clip into our skis, still intent. I cannot feel
my feet.
“Elliot.”
“Yo!”
“I’m calling it.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. This is suicide.”
A pause.
“Yup.”
	In the end, it’s that easy.
Bayard clasps our disappointed shoulders. He hustles me into
my sleeping bag and hands hot water bottles to shove next to my feet. Six
hours later, all our gear packed, we hear the thrum of Paul’s single-engine
DHC-2 Beaver, stabbing through two weeks’ silence. The bright red and blue
of the plane’s fuselage against a clear sky, against the white of Alaska. For a
moment, everything fits, as Paul lands to pick up his grateful epigoni.

Michael Wejchert works on the Appalachian Mountain Club’s construction crew
and as a climbing guide for International Mountain Climbing School in North Conway, New Hampshire. Both jobs keep him outside all day, and well equipped to
take annual trips to Alaska and South America, where he attempts to climb remote
mountains with varying degrees of success.
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The Last Horse Team
in the Pemi
Fulfilling federal Wilderness policy, timber
removal the old-fashioned way
Mike Foster
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Editor’s note: This story is about a project to remove timber left after the White
Mountain National Forest, following federal Wilderness policy, dismantled the
remains of a large footbridge that had crossed Black Brook on the former Wilderness
Trail, in the Pemigewasset Wilderness. The removal of it and a suspension bridge
near the junction of the Cedar Brook Trail and Wilderness Trail, both removed in
2009, created controversy among hikers and skiers who’d used these bridges to form
a loop route. The U.S. Forest Service waited three years for the funding to take
in the horse teams because officials wanted to avoid using all-terrain vehicles—
something also prohibited in Wilderness areas.

I

t’s half past 5 in the morning on a lonely state highway
in Wentworth, New Hampshire. The temperature is hovering just above
zero and the road is white with salt. An empty log truck appears in the
predawn light. Its big wheels whine as we pass each other. The stakes of
the empty trailer reach up into the gray sky and rattle back and forth as the
truck speeds along. I watch in my rearview as the taillights disappear into
the rapidly fading darkness. Its driver is off to drag things out of the woods,
and so am I.
When I get to Lincoln Woods, I see them for the first time. There are
some big Ford trucks parked by the enclosure where the Dumpsters usually
stand. Today, instead of the usual pair of Dumpsters I see two pair of draft
horses happily munching hay. If you didn’t know better you might think they
had built the little pen just for the animals. We are, after all, in the White
Mountain National Forest, the “land of many uses.”
We meet in the little log cabin, the teamsters, Forest Service personnel,
and me. Most of the teamsters don’t quite understand this thing called
Wilderness, and most of the rangers don’t know much about draft animals.
While I’m waiting, I take a stone out of my red wool pants, spit on it, and
touch up the edges on my ax. I get a few odd looks from both sides.
	No one really knows how or if all the pieces will fit together, but they are
all there. We go over the plan for the project. Everyone knows the objective.
Five miles back from the road, 15,000 pounds of creosote-soaked timber and
Specialty hauling, federal Wilderness style: A horse team hauls out pieces of a dismantled
bridge from the Pemigewasset Wilderness. MIKE FOSTER
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steel I-beams sit. Two of those miles lie past the Wilderness boundary. There
is the rub: it’s Wilderness with a capital W, federally designated Wilderness,
which means a lot of things to a lot of people, but to us today, it means no
motors.
We are in the same place where, 100 years ago, J.E. Henry and his sons
stripped most of what is now the Pemigewasset Wilderness bare without
benefit of the internal combustion engine. Sure they used steam power, but
steam engines were the last step in the process. By the time the logs rolled
onto the railcars, the hard part was over. The horses did the real work. Each
winter hundreds of men and animals worked together in the snow to get
those logs off the mountains. It was a symphony composed in spruce wood,
peaveys, and manure. Anyone can cut a tree down. The trick is moving that
tree through ten or twenty miles of rugged godforsaken wilderness and making a profit doing it. The hills were alive with the spectacle, but now there are
only the rapidly fading scars in the mountainsides. Most of them can only be
seen with a squinted eye and an active imagination.
Today, the past will be revived, if only for a day or two, because of what
most people would see as a quirk in federal law. The teamsters have entered
into a cost-sharing agreement with the Forest Service for the project. In a
time of shrinking budgets, the Forest Service can only pay them just enough
so they won’t lose their shirts. It’s a fraction of what they usually get for a specialty logging job. But they aren’t here for the money. If it were about money
for them, they would have gone out and financed a skidder like everyone else.
Their payoff is practicing their ancient craft in spectacular fashion. For my
part, I get to see something I have imagined many times but never thought
I would see; a horse team at work in the Pemi.
	So we stand in the dirty parking lot and discuss safety procedures and
seating arrangements for the ride in. We wait, a lot. The whole morning is an
inexplicable nexus between government bureaucracy and the most exciting
thing I’ve ever done. Cars zoom by on the highway while we wait. The
horses look around, indifferent. Finally, we begin our ride in on a pack of
snowmobiles and a six-wheeled ATV. We gave the horses a head start, pulling
sleds loaded down with people and equipment.
Within a mile, we catch up and pass them on our shiny machines. The
horses cast a disinterested glare on us. They seem to say to us “wait ’til you
have to play by our rules, then you’ll see.”
We stop and unpack at the Franconia Brook Bridge. Machines can go no
further. There is a chain saw in the six-wheeler, but motorized implements
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such as that are forbidden from here on in, so the saw stays behind. I make
sure to grab my ax. The horses cross over the bridge and into the Wilderness
one by one. The teamsters call their rough, homemade sleds “scoots.” We take
the scoots apart and carry them over the river to reassemble on the other side.
On the north side of the brook and over the Wilderness boundary, the teams
are hooked up. The teamster starts the horses moving, and I have to scurry
after the scoot to catch a ride. I’m not as graceful as I had imagined myself
being. I manage to secure an uneasy spot and fixate on the giant hooves,
kicking up snow in front of me. Seconds later, the team stops anyway.
There is a tree growing in the trail, and the teamsters want it gone. They
call for “the ax guy” and I come up to take a look. It’s a frozen sugar maple
not quite a foot in diameter, just about the hardest wood I can think of. The
teamster is a scruffy man who cuts trees for a living. He asks how long it
would take to fell the thing and I say a couple of minutes. The ax comes out.
I warm one of the edges with the palms of my hand so the steel won’t shatter
in the cold. It looks as if I am praying with a double-bit ax pressed between
my hands. I’m a bit concerned because the teamster doesn’t walk the horses
back an inch as I get ready to chop. If the tree went over backwards, it would
be on top of them and the fifteen or so onlookers gathered there. I never had
such an audience for a chop. But I check the tree using the ax as a plumb and
find it has a pretty good lean on it, going away from the crowd. The rough
old teamster already knows that better than I do, so I don’t say a word and set
to work. I hack out a face cut1 and check my aim by sticking my ax head in
it; the handle of the ax then serves to point the direction the cut is aimed. I
walk around to the back of the tree and the teamster looks at me again.
“You’re going to do a back-cut,” he says in an interested tone. “Yea,” I say. He
probably had expected me to hack the tree over and let it fall where it may.
I don’t think it had occurred to him that anyone knew how to fell a tree with
an ax anymore.
	I finish the cut with my ancient tool—as it was intended to be done, as it
had been done for centuries before even the hand-powered crosscut saw was
invented. These days, the ax is a tool of bargain hardware stores, used mainly
by campers gathering firewood after they have had too much to drink. The
roar of the chain saw drowned out the ringing of the ax a long time ago, but
A face cut is the first cut made when felling a tree. It is made on the side of the trunk that
the tree is expected to fall toward and provides relief to keep the tree from binding against its
stump as it falls.

1
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today my ax sings against maple as I swing it the way my great-grandfather
had done. The tree falls with a crash, and the teamster keeps his horses steady,
just as his great-grandfather before him. Someone had timed my cut and calls
it out. Under five minutes. “Not bad, but not real good either,” I think to
myself. It would have been a five-minute walk to get the chain saw. No one
had suggested it. Now I am sweating and breathing hard in the frigid morning air.
Honestly, I had not envisioned this project going well, though I hoped it
would. Did the teamsters really understand how heavy the steel was going to
be? Or how long and rough the haul was? Sixteen 800- or 900-pound pieces
of steel lay out there, plus the timbers. Maybe they could struggle to get one
at a time moved over that distance? I figured in two days they might get half
the pile if things went well. And the weather was calling for rain the next day.
Welcome to New Hampshire.
We arrive at the pile and hack a turnaround for the teams just above where
Black Brook and the East Branch come together. There isn’t too much work
involved because it happened to be in an open piece of woods. The lack of
trees is not a coincidence. The turnaround is clear because 80 years ago there
was a logging camp on it, Camp 16 on the East Branch and Lincoln Line.
They burnt the camp when they were finished with it, long before I was born,
but I have seen a photo of the place. The turnaround we laid out went in
through the side of the bunkhouse and came out around about the front door
of the old cook’s shack. The corner of a rusty old bed frame stuck up through
snow to confirm it.
The teamster says there is an 8-inch thick apple tree in the way that needs
to go. I take a look. It is one of just a half-dozen or so apple trees that I have
seen in the White Mountains. They only seem to grow at old logging camps,
and with good reason. One-hundred years ago, some logger might have
dropped an apple core on the ground, or else maybe a horse dropped some
seeds along with a ready supply of fertilizer. Either way, the old camp left a
clearing when it burnt and made a decent spot for an apple tree to spring up
in an environment where it never should have been able to grow in the first
place; a frail Englishman alone in the wilderness, hulking natives now bearing
down on him and drowning out his light. I suggest that an adjacent fir tree
might be better. He might think I’m a fool for being sentimental about the
apple tree, so I say it’s because the other tree would be easier to cut, fir being
about the consistency of butter. Probably a billion fir trees grow in the Pemi
anyway. The little Englishman is saved.
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Finally, the team backs in next to the pile of steel, and we start to load.
We use peaveys, pry bars, and bare hands to wrestle the steel I-beams onto
the scoot. Five people working together can barely manage one piece.
We load four. The teamster skeptically eyes the load. He thinks for a moment
and says he could probably take five. He figures for a bit longer and says
no, that would make an odd load at the end. Once we bind it all down, the
teamster gives the signal and the team takes off. It seems to me they move as
easily now has they had when the scoot was empty. They are pulling enough
weight to overload three full-size pickup trucks.
The team is spectacular as it trots into the distance, past the old logging
camp. I think maybe the ghosts of the past have come down off the mountainside to see them, or else rose up out of the rocky soil to have a look.
Vaporous figures line the old rail bed, standing silently in the snow-filled
woods to see this precious thing pass one more time; the last horse team in
the Pemi.
I remember an old man who told me once, “Back in the ’60s
we would drive trucks way up in there on those old railroad beds. But the
government didn’t maintain the roads and nowadays you can’t do that
anymore.” I think there was a time, right around when the trees started to fall
in Lincoln, that something important changed. Maybe it was earlier, or later,
I can’t say for sure. But the way I see it, for its entire existence, the human race
had fought hard to keep from being swallowed up by wilderness. Somewhere
along the line, all that changed. The balance tipped. We started winning that
fight, dominating it, even.
They cut all the trees almost up to 4,000 feet in a lot of places around here,
and turned a profit doing it. Mount Washington is higher than 6,000 feet,
and for a very long time, the Abenaki looked up at its summit and thought
certainly their gods must reside there. They did not dare climb into the realm
of the gods. As things progressed, we came along and built a railroad up there
and a toll road too. Nowadays, you can buy a hot dog on the summit if you’re
so inclined, and there are public restrooms for your convenience.
	So let’s be clear. Wilderness is not rugged or unconquered. It is beaten,
defeated, and weak. It is the last survivor of a war that was lost long ago. It is
an illusion that we make for ourselves. We make it in our own minds and our
own actions. Given permission, there are a number of logging firms around
here that could set out with dozers, skidders, and mechanical harvesters
and be extracting saw logs from the heart of the Pemi within a few weeks.
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If the state were so inclined, it could probably have a highway built from
Lincoln up over Mount Garfield and into Bretton Woods within a year or
two. The eastern slopes of the Franconia Range would make a fine spot for a
ski resort, with lovely slope-side condos in the Lincoln Brook Valley, starting
at $500,000 apiece, all reasonably achievable within five years. Doubtless,
all of this would boost the local economy.
But we are stuck with Wilderness. It is arbitrary, flawed, inconvenient, and
majestic. It is the little apple tree all alone, being strangled out by things that
are more efficient or better adapted to our needs. It is the ax and the horse
team, things that were once and are no more. But we can pretend for a day or
two. We can take a small piece of land and say we will not shape this place to
our needs; we will let it shape us instead. We will leave this one place, this one
delicate little place, unbound by log trucks, and salty state highways. And we
will call it Wilderness.

Mike Foster managed backcountry campsites for the Appalachian Mountain Club
and the Randolph Mountain Club for many seasons. He lives in Orford, New
Hampshire.
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Apophatic
The mind is murky, mottled
from too many days of rain.
I miss the thrush’s fluting
and realize it’s not the earth
that’s dying but my attachment
to it. The first writing
was on the body, then the skin
of trees—pokeberry crushed
and driven to ink. The fox’s
track is delicate, and where the river
rose and spilled, it left an unreadable
script. What does it mean to take
something you’ve not been given?
In the dream evening primrose
blooms the first yellow of a broken
vessel, juniper like the olive
skin of those animals we christen.
The rattle of the catalpa-pod opens
into sleep while in the orchard
I gaze up at red planets adrift in space.
Does the doe dream of this place?
And the dog whose hind legs twitch
in slumber as he gives chase?
The field beyond the orchard
lies fallow, and orange and black
beetles devour milkweed,
laying eggs that will hatch
on the undersides of leaves
long after their deaths.
Todd Davis

Todd Davis teaches creative writing and environmental studies at Penn State
University’s Altoona College. He is the author of five books of poems, including
In the Kingdom of the Ditch (Michigan State, 2013).
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Following Tom to
the Pyrenees
33 years later
Douglass P. Teschner
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I

dropped the bad news to Tom Johnson in the Zermatt
campground. I wasn’t going to the Pyrenees with him as planned.
Instead, I would stay in the Alps to go off guiding with John Cunningham.
Cunningham was famous in Scotland for pioneering classic ice climbs.
I’d just spent the winter there. When I was lucky to meet him in our Swiss
campground, we immediately hit it off and spent several evenings in deep
conversation about Scottish climbing.
	I felt guilty about disappointing my good friend Tom. He and I had been
communicating for months about our plans for the Pyrenees. We had spent
the summers of 1969 and 1970 working together in the Appalachian Mountain
Club huts in the White Mountains of New Hampshire. He’d visited me in
Morocco, where I was a Peace Corps volunteer. We’d climbed together in the
Atlas Mountains and in 1976 went to Denali together. He had traveled far to
meet me, and would go to the Pyrenees alone.
But I couldn’t help myself: When Cunningham asked me to help out with
the group he was leading to Grindelwald and the Eiger, I quickly agreed. It
was a great opportunity because I really needed the money, however meager.
That 1978 summer in the Swiss Alps was a peak of my “glory years,” when
I climbed as much as possible, pushing myself to more challenging ascents in
New England, Wyoming’s Tetons, the Pacific Northwest, Alaska, and Mexico.
And, as John A. Woodworth wrote in this journal in December 1972, “For
a mountaineer, all roads lead to the Alps.”1
	So, in 1978, I was back in the Alps. John and Elizabeth Skirving, veterans
of my first trip there, arrived from Seattle. We tackled a slew of peaks,
culminating with John and me summiting the Matterhorn. The climbing was
going well despite the late snowpack that year. Then Tom Johnson arrived,
and we climbed the easy Breithorn before the Skirvings had to head home.
After this, Tom and I made an exciting climb of the majestic Obergabelhorn,
with deep snow hiding steep ice. On the descent, we leaped across crevasses
like a couple of guys in one of those old black-and-white climbing movies,
then traversed a steep face that thankfully didn’t avalanche.
1 “Monte Rosa: An Evocation,” XXXIX no. 2, p. 9. Today’s generation of climbers might
say, “All roads lead to the Himalaya,” but Woodworth, who later became my friend on the
Appalachia Committee, touched my 23-year-old imagination with the thought of climbing
where mountaineering was born.

Descending Taillon, which the guidebook had said required “nothing more than a stiff
mountain walk.” DOUGLASS P. TESCHNER
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	Our next plan, established weeks before via trans-Atlantic mail (there was
no Internet or cell phones back then), was to leave Switzerland and travel
south to explore the Pyrenees, the east–west range that forms the border
between France and Spain. But Cunningham had come into my life—and so
Tom went on alone, and I headed off to meet Cunningham.
	I never regretted that time with Cunningham, who sadly drowned soon
afterward as he tried to save a student who had fallen into the ocean sea cliff
climbing in Wales. Now, looking back, every move I made with Cunningham
was special. Bad weather kept us from summiting the Eiger, but we had a
memorable evening bivouacked on its west ridge perched on a dramatic ledge
overlooking the famous North Face.
Fortunately, however, my friendship with Tom Johnson endured. We
both married and raised two boys in the Upper Valley area near the New
Hampshire–Vermont border. Hikes and canoe trips were a regular element of
our enduring friendship.
	In 2011, I was living in Ukraine. I planned a visit to my brother Jim, an
artist who lives in the small central France village of Concremiers, timed
to coincide with seeing my son Luke, who would be visiting Paris. I had
visited Concremiers twice before, and, although I worried about my aging
body’s capabilities on big mountains, I was thinking of a side trip to the Alps.
Expressing this idea to Jim, he mentioned the Pyrenees as another option, and
an idea took form. I added three extra days to my September 2011 itinerary.
Robert Frost wrote in “The Road Not Taken,” “Oh, I marked the first
[path] for another day!/Yet knowing how way leads on to way/I doubted if
I should ever come back.”
	Sometimes life provides exceptions. I had passed up my chance for the
Pyrenees 33 years before, but, now, I was handed a second chance! Tom would
not be there this time. I knew he would not travel to France for a three-day
climb. But in a real way, he was with me.
Though not as spectacular as the Alps, the Pyrenees also host a myriad of
peaks, glaciers, and technical rock routes. I have mellowed over the years and
don’t have the same drive to justify the anxiety that comes with a technical
climb on a major peak, especially when I would have to do all the leading
and route finding. And I was not excited about carrying the extra weight of a
rope and technical gear given my osteoarthritic knees. But I still call myself a
mountaineer and hoped to get up a peak.
	I had acquired the excellent guidebook Walks and Climbs in the Pyrenees
(by Kev Reynolds, Cicerone Guides, 1983) and opted for a peak called Taillon,
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among the easiest of the Pyrenees 3,000-meter summits. Despite its location
amid the grandeur of the spectacular Cirque de Gavarnie, the summit was
accessible by what the guidebook author called “nothing more than a stiff
mountain walk.”
After a few days in Concremiers, Jim and I drove south through deep-cut
valleys and stunning mountain scenery to Gavarnie, a beautiful mountain
village overrun with tourists. We did not use the traditional access to the
French Alpine Club’s Breche (Sarradets) Hut, the steep hike past one of the
highest waterfalls in Europe. We took the easy way, driving up what was
once a planned mountain road into Spain, to the crowded Col des Tentes
parking lot at 2,208 meters (7,244 feet). From this above-treeline start, the
hut approach is mostly easy, with a fair amount of traversing, amid beautiful
alpine scenery and shaggy, bell-adorned sheep.
The final part was steeper, including a rocky climb up a watercourse, aided
by a chain. It was submersed in water at one point, and I contemplated a
drier option requiring a rock climbing–type move, but thought better and
retreated into the wet. Up higher, I looked back to see Jim was frozen on
that awkward rock move I had passed by, unable to retreat. After a few tense
minutes, he finally made it across, to the relief of both of us.
Just over a small pass, we found the impressive stone hut in a majestic
location at 2,587 meters (8,488 feet). Fortunately, Jim had reserved two spots
as it was packed, much to my surprise in mid-September. Typical of European
mountain huts, it brought back a flood of memories from my 1970s climbs in
the Alps.
Unlike the AMC huts, it is quite minimalist and cramped. We ate in shifts
and slept on shelves. The food was basic, but totally adequate. The crowd
spoke Spanish, English, and French. I am fluent in French from my early
Peace Corps days, so felt right at home.
When John Skirving and I had climbed the Matterhorn back in 1978,
we started at 3 a.m., a true predawn “alpine start” (and we still did not get
back down before dark and had to bivouac, but that is another story). But
the Pyrenees are much smaller, requiring no such urgency. Wait for the sun
to come up, have a nice breakfast, then join the gang heading up the steep
slope to the Breche de Roland, a dramatic gash in the cliffs on the France–
Spain border. As long as you find the best, but not always obvious, trail, it is
pretty straightforward, but wander off and you may be awkwardly slipping
and sliding on rock-covered slabs.
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The author en route to Taillon Peak.

COURTESY OF DOUGLASS P. TESCHNER

From the spectacular Breche, a small—but distinct—climbers’ trail crosses
over to the Spanish side and turns right, traversing under towering cliffs to
gain the ridge beyond. The last obstacle is an easy, if slightly exposed, traverse
around a gendarme (this time on the French side), past a small cave where
a marker indicated a climber had died during a thunderstorm. That affected
my brother, but luckily, no serious clouds hung over us. From there, it was
a straightforward hike up the cone to the top of Taillon at 3,144 meters
(10,315 feet). The views were great, especially of the glaciated Vignemale
Massif to the west.
That peak might have been a good choice for Tom and me 33 years before.
I wonder what we would have climbed together? After I abandoned him for
Cunningham, Tom had picked easier solo climbs.
At this point in my life, getting up a mountain by an easy route is satisfying enough. And I have dragged along my good-natured brother who, while
he would never do this on his own, was reveling in the moments with me.
We reversed the route and, nearing the Breche, dropped down a short
distance to a beautiful boulder-strewn meadow on the Spanish side. We
ate lunch and napped, and then I got out my rock climbing shoes (the one
remnant of my climbing days I had added to the pack) to do some enjoyable bouldering on the ubiquitous rocks. I am not much of a rock climber
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anymore but still enjoy caressing rock, roughening fingertips, keeping a hand
in the game.
Back at the hut, it was still early so, after a short break, we hiked 30
minutes downhill through a pleasant alpine meadow to a perch where we
could get a better view of the magnificent, tiered Gavarnie waterfall, with an
overall drop of 422 meters (1,385 feet). The next morning, I did get a predawn
alpine start, but only because I wanted to soak in the mountains as much
as possible before we headed back to the lowlands. I reached the Breche at
sunrise, less the crowds of the prior day, then descended back to the hut in
time for breakfast.
Before the hike out, I watched two climbers organize their rock gear on
the hut porch in preparation for a technical ascent. I remembered when I’d
done those climbs and others watched me with the pangs of envy I now felt.
Perhaps that would have been Tom and me back in 1978 (although they’d
never recognize the equipment we used back then).
	On the drive back to Concremiers, we stopped briefly at Lourdes where
I splashed some holy water on my aching knees. There was little apparent
result; Jim said I needed more faith.
	I mailed a postcard of the Breche Hut to Tom, summarizing the adventure.
When I was back in the States, we got together and planned some hikes in
our beautiful White Mountains. Finally, Tom recounted his Pyrenees trip.
He’d crossed the Breche de Roland from Spain to France and stayed at the
same hut. And he reminded me that when he’d descended to the village of
Gavarnie, a letter from me had been waiting at the post office marked—
as they were in the pre-Internet climbing days—“hold for arrival.”
	I had forgotten sending that letter. Our friendship endures. Perhaps the
reason I went back to the Pyrenees 33 years later was that Tom and I just
think alike.

Douglass P. Teschner, a former member of the Appalachia Committee and an
AMC member since 1965, has a long history of contributions to this journal, most
recently “Ding ’Em Down, Revisited: Two Generations in the AMC Huts” in the
Summer/Fall 2012 issue. When not in his hometown of Pike, New Hampshire,
he lives Kyiv, Ukraine, where he serves as the Peace Corps country director.
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Geese Home In on the Marsh
Long trip as the earth curves
around its same old props,
the stars, clouds, slip
of a moon, and the marsh
coming into view now just
as they left it, nothing
important changes that much,
parent to child, though earth,
running its seasonal gamut,
would have us think otherwise.
So here I am again, precise
to the day, just like the geese,
I flatter myself, as they circle,
nodding to each other, cutting
through scientific detachment with
precisely measured squawks, a kind
of self-congratulation, I presume
from no other premise than
a sense of my own immediacy,
squawks that are ragged silver
at the edges, glare of swollen
glands for a center. Another year
has now officially passed,
so I can make do again,
step back into a story
with no moral to do it justice.
James Doyle

James Doyle’s latest book is The Long View Just Keeps Treading Water (2012), available
from Accents Publishing. He lives in Fort Collins, Colorado.
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Accidents

E

ven in the flatlands of New Hampshire, the winter of
2012–2013 was, well, wintry. At least, this was true when it came to
snowfall. Such measuring sites as the Randolph Mountain Club’s Gray
Knob shelter partway up Mount Adams saw above-average accumulations—
224 inches compared with the 195-inch average—but a lot of that snow fell
during the second half of the winter. Early on, snow cover was thin. Largely
absent was the cold, at least long stretches of the sort that drives even the
newly moderated windchill readings at the Mount Washington Observatory
on the summit to an astonishing nearly –70 degrees Fahrenheit. And so,
given white footing and stretches of nonthreatening temperatures, last year
was a good winter for snow lovers to be out and about on shoes, spikes, skins,
and sliders in the White Mountains of New Hampshire.
The other weather feature that characterized the winter past was its
variability. The temperatures yo-yoed all across the mountains, and the
cycles of thaw and freeze and the mixes of precipitation brought on wildly
changeable conditions in this most changeable of seasons. That made climbing
unpredictable, often.
	In the Northeast, our footing changes constantly with winter’s endless
variety of cover on sloped terrain; each thickness and composition demands
its own readings and its own responses. Such wild variability separates winter
ascents from summer hiking. Who among us has not felt suddenly exposed
on a familiar summer trail gone over to the ice and snow of winter? I can
thumb through such moments and recall easily a time on a family trail on
my home ridges, where my instep crampons felt suddenly inadequate to the
slant I was crossing for the 200th time. A 20-foot slide into timber seemed
probable; I crept over the next 5 feet. Then the world grew usual again.
In short, there is no such thing as an average winter day in the hills; each must
be attended to individually and carefully.
	It makes sense to meditate on weather and surface variability because
winter’s conditions make it the season in which even little errors increase the
consequences by factors of 3 or 4. A balky zipper, a lost glove, a frayed strap, a
little slip—each can create real trouble where none was imagined.
	I begin my discussion of last winter’s incidents where many of them begin,
with moments of inattention or disorientation.
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Lost and Found
On Friday, January 11, Glen Z., Emily M., Sam B., Sophia G., Kirk J., and
Andrew M., all 19 or 20 years old, climbed Mount Pierce from the Appalachian
Mountain Club’s Highland Center. On the way down, they turned in the
wrong direction onto the Dry River Cutoff Trail, which leads down into the
rough Dry River Wilderness, which Hurricane Irene had savaged in 2011.
The trail they took leads to the Dry River Trail, which, since Irene, had been
closed because of washouts and downed trees.
The Mount Washington Observatory’s weather forecast that day was for
record high temperatures, an unseasonably mild air mass, and the moving
out of a high-pressure system that would let in unusually mild air from
the southwest. Forecasters expected the air to warm to above freezing. The
summits would become foggy under light rain, but overnight, the air would
drop below freezing, the rain would freeze at times, and the result would be
an accrual of glaze ice across the higher summits. The next day was expected
to be foggy and warmer, as high as 40 F, with more light rain.
At approximately 6 p.m., New Hampshire Fish and Game received word
from 911 and the Carroll County Sheriff's Office that six Tufts University students were lost in the Dry River Valley. Using global positioning system coordinates provided by 911, NHFG officers were able to locate the students; in
addition, Lt. James Goss was able to speak with Glen via 911 conference call,
and Goss learned that the students were together off trail some three miles
from the Dry River Trail’s end at Route 302. They were wet and cold and had
started a fire, trying to dry some of their clothing. The temperatures were in
the low 30s and rain and freezing rain were falling. Four officers snowshoed in
from Route 302 over an estimated four-foot-deep snowpack along the damaged Dry River Trail, arriving at 2:30 a.m. The students, unharmed, were then
guided out to the trailhead, where the rescue concluded at around 5 a.m.
Comment: Taking the wrong trail in new territory is common enough,
and, given relatively benign weather of near-record warmth, this misstep
amounted only to the inconvenience of a night out for the students and a
long walk in the dark for NHFG officers. Officers found them to be well
clothed and equipped for their hike.
What troubles me is the familiar lockstep sequence in this rescue: hiker
mistake; unfamiliar territory (“Where are we?”); dial 911; forward to NHFG;
dispatch officers into the night (and/or call volunteers); reach those lost; guide
them out. Given limited resources and tightening budgets, might there be
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also a response that guides hikers toward greater self-sufficiency? This query
assumes that phone calls can go two ways, and I acknowledge that this is
not always the case. But, when it is, might a return call orienting hikers and
suggesting the route to self-rescue be another option to the current Pavlovian,
if-you-call-we-will-respond practice?
The NHFG report put the cost of this rescue at $2,674.58.

Nothing Major
On Sunday, January 6, at about 2:30 p.m., Shannon K., age 21, of Bedford,
New Hampshire, slipped and fell while hiking with a friend on the Boulder
Loop Trail on Mount Major in Alton. Given only a few remaining hours of
daylight, the hikers called 911. Alton Fire Department and NHFG personnel
responded, locating Shannon and carrying her down the trail. They reached
the parking lot at about 4:30 p.m. The hikers carried extra clothing, food,
water, first aid supplies, and a headlamp, and so they were at ease while awaiting rescue.
Comment: Even on a minor mountain such as Major (elevation: 1,785
feet), winter hiking can pose a risk, and these two hikers had packed for their
climb in a commonsense way. Note the cell phone call as rescue trigger.

Going Up There, Eh?
On Sunday, December 30, at about 7 p.m., New Hampshire State Police
notified NHFG that an emergency locator beacon was issuing a signal
from the Mount Lafayette area in Franconia Notch. Bruno B., age 26, of
Sherbrooke, Quebec, and Danny D., whose age was not reported, also of
Sherbrooke, had left home at 6 a.m. with the goal of climbing Lafayette.
The beacon was registered to Bruno. A search began, eventually including
NHFG officers, Mountain Rescue Service volunteers, Androscoggin Valley
Search and Rescue volunteers, and personnel from the New Hampshire Army
National Guard.
The weather forecast for December 30 from the Mount Washington
Observatory warned of “extremely brisk” higher summits, strong winds, and
very cold temperatures. The wind speeds were expected to sustain more than
100 miles per hour for twelve hours beginning late that afternoon and gusting
more than 140 mph that night. Temperatures would drop into the negative
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numbers. The forecast warned, “A dangerous situation is shaping up on the
higher summits later today and tonight, due to the expected combination of
very high wind speeds and cold temperatures. ANY ACTIVITIES ABOVE
TREE LINE OVER THE FORECAST PERIOD WILL BE SEVERELY
IMPACTED BY THE INCOMING WEATHER.”
The initial reading from the beacon located the pair of climbers
approximately 1,000 feet off the Skookumchuck Trail, high on the western
slope of Lafayette. By 3:20 a.m., searchers had reached this point on the
Skookumchuck, but deep snow and thick spruce made it dangerous and
inadvisable to traverse those 1,000 feet. The searchers’ next effort was to climb
to the Garfield Ridge Trail and descend in Bruno and Danny’s footsteps, but
the winds along the ridge made this too dangerous. By 5 a.m., it was clear that
rescuers would need help.
On Monday morning, additional teams joined them, eventually including
a Black Hawk helicopter and crew from the New Hampshire National
Guard. By 8 a.m., searchers were again climbing. At 10 a.m., new data from
the locator beacon showed that the two climbers had descended roughly a
half-mile west of their original location. This sent a team up the Greenleaf
Trail to try to intercept the two men in that sector of the Lafayette Brook
drainage. Just after noon, the helicopter team arrived, and at 12:50 p.m.
spotted the two men, who were then hoisted to safety. Conservation Officer
Lt. James Goss, who interviewed the two men, noted that the men were well
equipped, but that in the severe winds and blowing snow, they had lost the
trail before descending into the Lafayette Brook drainage, where they decided
to activate their beacon.
	NHFG reported use of thirteen NHFG personnel, who put in 54 hours of
work and 111.25 hours of overtime. NHFG also recorded the efforts of eight
volunteers, who averaged 10 hours apiece. And finally, there was the National
Guard helicopter.
Comment: Begin with the obvious: This was a bad stretch of weather in
which to climb into the alpine zone of Mount Lafayette. And I assume that,
if climbers are tech-savvy enough to carry locator beacon warning systems,
then they are tech-savvy enough to monitor the weather forecast. Yes, it was
the weekend, with its window of free time, and yes, the wild weather can be
a lure after days in the climate-controlled rooms of modern life, but—really.
Consider also the rescue. In that same heavy weather, through the night
and morning, rescuers worked and wallowed to reach these men. There’s
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risk in that. And, finally, the rescue was accomplished via Black Hawk
helicopter—there’s both risk and a lot of money spent in that. It’s no sure
thing to bring a helicopter close enough to airlift someone out of a forest at
the same time the wind is coursing over the mountain ridges and furling into
up- and downdrafts. Who pays for all those hours of work and overtime?
That is a continuing question.
Go back to the moment when these hikers decided to fire up their locator
device. The wind and snow had driven them off the Garfield Ridge Trail,
down into the Lafayette Brook drainage. Certainly they were in tough terrain.
But they were also well equipped. Might they have chosen to bivouac for the
night and then see if they could fight their way down the next day? Such a
decision to live with their earlier decisions and attempt self-rescue would have
spared the searchers a night of risk and might have kept the helicopter safely
at home port.
	I have nothing against carrying locator technology, but doing so adds a
burden of restraint to one’s actions. If you are going to fire off your locator
beacon at the first sign of trouble, you shouldn’t be there in the first place.
	I also wonder why NHFG did not recommend seeking payment from the
two climbers. The cost (excluding the helicopter, the cost of which does not
appear in the official report) was nearly $7,101. Might seeking payment both
defray expenses and, if publicized, act to caution future climbers?

Moderate Honor
On Thursday, January 17, a party of twelve people planned to climb Huntington Ravine’s Central Gully as part of a program called Ascents of Honor.
These ascents are part of an effort to honor and help modern war veterans
rejoin the world at home. Keith Z., a veteran working with an artificial leg
resulting from a war injury, is one of the founders of Ascents of Honor. Andy
P., Keith’s partner in the program and an experienced mountaineer, led the
group. A few other factors separated this climb from others in the Whites:
First, the climb had been well publicized and was to be filmed; second, the
group had obtained rare permission to spend the night at the Mount Washington Observatory on the summit. So, the group would only be ascending
on this day.
The group walked up to the Harvard Cabin cabin in the ravine on the
afternoon of January 16 and spent the night there. The next morning, a U.S.
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Forest Service snow ranger came by, warning them about the risk of setting
out in the deteriorating conditions. The group decided to proceed with the
climb and left the cabin at 8:30 a.m.
As ever in winter, the weather forecast played a crucial role in the day.
Zero-degree cold was predicted, but nothing extreme for January. More
ominous were the predictions of a trace to 2 inches of snow and west to
northwest winds increasing to 60 to 80 mph with higher gusts. On that day,
3.6 inches of snow did fall at the observatory. This combination of wind and
snow would load the crusted surfaces of Huntington Ravine with fresh, soft
slabs as the day went on. The USFS snow rangers had rated the avalanche
danger as moderate, meaning that natural avalanches were unlikely, but those
triggered by people were possible.
When the group reached the technical part of the climb, it split into four
groups of three, with each threesome roped together. The climbers ranged
from novices to experienced mountaineers, plus the film crew. These four
teams ascended to the ice bulge in the gully, and then, one by one and on
belay, they climbed the bulge. Once above the bulge, the groups began
to climb at the same time. Near the top of the gully, the lead group, which
included Andy, the overall leader, stepped aside and let the film crew
pass so that crew members could set up their equipment. By now, it was
late afternoon.
The film crew, the first on the slope, triggered an avalanche. This did
not catch that group, but it swept over the second group, carrying the three
climbers down the gully, over the ice bulge to its base. The third team was
caught at first, but the bottom climber managed to arrest the climbers’ falls
with his ice axes. The moving snow carried the fourth team downslope, but
the climbers stopped when their rope snagged an exposed rock.
After the avalanche, the nine climbers still in various positions up on the
route organized and tried to contact those missing by radio and voice. They
got no answer, and when they tried a cell phone, they discovered its batteries
were dead. They then began to descend slowly, making sure that each was
protected by an anchor as he descended. The three who had been swept to the
gully’s base had sustained injuries, but they were able to begin a slow retreat.
They also had a radio tuned to a frequency that enabled them to contact the
caretaker at the Harvard Cabin, and he initiated the calls for rescue. By now,
it was dark.
The USFS, the AMC, and the Mountain Rescue Service responded and
assembled a rescue team of 25. At 6:20 p.m., a snow ranger and the Harvard
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Cabin caretaker reached the threesome that had been carried to the gully’s
base. After ascertaining that the following rescuers could assist these three
and at the request of Andy, the climbing group’s leader, the two rescuers
continued up to where they could see the headlamps of the nine others who
were descending the gully slowly. The rescuers made contact and learned that
the remaining climbers were uninjured and OK.
The next rescuers assisted the injured three climbers and, as sufficient
numbers arrived, carried them on litters to the Harvard Cabin, where they
met the USFS snow tractor that would take them down to Pinkham Notch
and a waiting ambulance. The remaining rescuers ascended to meet the nine
other climbers and assisted them to the Harvard Cabin; from there, the snow
tractor ferried the whole group to Pinkham, arriving at about 11:30 p.m. None
of the injuries was determined to be life threatening.
Comment: Where to begin? The numbers and intent of this group make
this a complex incident for discussion. Those interested in a complete technical dissection of the conditions and the actions will want to read the commentary of the USFS snow rangers on the Mount Washington Avalanche
Center website (mountwashingtonavalanchecenter.org). I have drawn heavily
on this lucid account in summarizing this accident. This site is a must-read
for anyone who ventures into the frozen backcountry. Its authors, the aptly
and wonderfully named USFS snow rangers, offer invaluable predictions and
analysis of the moods and motions of snow in the Mount Washington region.
Their advice can also be applied fruitfully elsewhere.
	I would like to focus my discussion on two words. The first is the word
that rated that day’s avalanche danger: moderate. And the second is honor,
the word describing the very public Ascent of Honor.
The moderate rating is the trickiest on the five-rating scale of avalanche
danger (Low, Moderate, Considerable, High, Extreme); its definition reads as
follows: “natural avalanches unlikely; human-triggered avalanches possible.”
For most of us, this reads as a go rating, even an attractive one, with its soupçon of danger at the end and its natural assurance at the lead. Climbers are,
after all, used to going out to edges, and this moderate edge seems reasonable.
And yet, the moderate edge often brings woe to climbers.
	It is also true that this rating brings out lots of triggers: 24 feet on this
group of twelve people. This rating and its focus on human triggers put a
premium on a climber’s most important safety equipment: the mind and
its ability to assess terrain. In short, a climber must read the snow and any
weather-related changes to it accurately, all day long. The continued wind
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loading of the upper reaches of the gully on January 17 meant that, by day’s
end when the avalanche broke underfoot, the top team of three was climbing
through soft slab estimated at somewhere between knee deep and thigh deep.
That doesn’t feel moderate anymore.
Finally, moderate lies in the sweet spot of our self-perception as rational
beings. It seems to lodge us firmly in the sensible middle; it can even be
seen as synonym for dull. And yet in the often all-or-nothing world of
avalanches, there is no sensible middle. You are either upright on stable snow
or in peril.
All of this makes me wonder if there is a better word for this second-tier
of the five-level rating system. Instead of moderate, possible might describe the
risk. How about caution? (Other suggestions?)
Honor is an adhesive. That’s one of the truths behind the laudable goals
of Ascents of Honor, which are outlined at ascentsofhonor.org. Honor
can bind us to others and it can hold an individual together. Honor is also
volatile, partly because it is so closely held. It can be besmirched, threatened,
crossed, evanescent. Its absence—being without honor—can leave a person
low or desperate.
	It seems then that the twelve climbers had a powerful hand at their backs
as they ascended that day. They would honor Keith’s sacrifices and those of
other veterans, and they would accrue honor from their climb; each would
hold more firmly together from his effort and success. Andy, their experienced
mountaineer/guide, would help ensure this. Finally, they had the honor
of being invited to spend the night at the observatory. Holding or turning
back with all of this honor in front of and behind them would have been
difficult indeed.
And yet, as Andy acknowledged in a gracious letter to the Conway Daily
Sun praising their rescuers, turning back as conditions deteriorated and the
day stretched on would have been the better decision.
	So, is honor a good motivation for climbing? Is climbing a good way to
honor others or attain honor for oneself? I ask these questions with no intent
of disrespect, but instead because examining the mix of mountains and honor
seems a good idea for each of us as we approach higher ground.

One Slip
On the morning of Saturday, January 26, Richard G., age 64, set out with six
friends to climb Mount Adams via King Ravine’s Great Gully. All were well
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In the Great Gully of King Ravine, on Mount Adams, seven experienced climbers
navigated first to the right and then up the top-center snow chute, avoiding ice. But
somewhere near the top, one of them fell and slid 1,500 feet to his death. DOUG MAYER

equipped and experienced. At the ice bulge in mid-gully, the group opted to
go around via the snow gully to the right.
The group’s leader reported conditions to be hard slab snow that made for
a nice boot-ladder up the gully. All of the climbers knew, and wore, crampons.
At the top of the gully, the first five climbers went straight up, and, having
topped out of the ravine, proceeded on to the summit of Mount Adams.
But the sixth climber and group leader, Leo F., chose a little steeper, shorter
exit with harder snow. The seventh climber, Richard, followed the leader.
But when Leo crested the slope, he looked back to check on Richard and could
not see him. Leo surmised that Richard had fallen. He could see a mitten and
what looked like a small trail of blood. Leo began to descend to look for his
companion. Strong winds made any shouted communications impossible;
it was also hard for the 911 operator to hear Leo when he called to report the
missing man.
The observatory forecast patches of fog and clouds lifting to sun and
clouds, increasing northwest winds coming with arctic air, temperatures
dropping to the teens and then below 0, bottoming overnight at about –20 F.
Mike Pelchat, manager of Mount Washington State Park—and a
prominent White Mountain figure on whose account I have based significant
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portions of this report—was involved at a training in Gorham when the call
about the incident came in. He and Diane H. got ready to gear up, and Diane
made calls to Androscoggin Valley Search and Rescue (AVSAR) personnel.
NHFG Lt. Doug Gralenski called Pelchat with an official request for a quick
response and AVSAR help. While this group mobilized at the Appalachia
trailhead on Route 2, members received the call indicating that the climbers
had found Richard’s body at the gully’s base, some 1,500 feet (and 1,000
vertical feet) below where he had fallen. At this point, the mission switched
to a somber recovery trek, which would be hard work in the jumbled terrain
of King Ravine floor.
	Over time, help for the remaining six climbers arrived: first, the Randolph
Mountain Club caretaker, Caleb J., then members of AVSAR, then NHFG’s
Advanced Search and Rescue team, and a member of the Mountain Rescue
Service. As more volunteers arrived, the group made its way to the trailhead,
arriving at around 7 p.m.
The cause of Richard’s fall is unknown. Pelchat points out that in years
past, climbers have survived falls down this gully because of plentiful snow
that buried rocks and trees they might hit and provided soft snow at the
bottom. The snow depths last January were still thin, however.
Comment: It’s hard to fault anyone, including the victim, in this accident.
The party was experienced and capable. What such a fall illuminates is
the difference between summer and winter ascents. The Great Gully Trail
tests mountaineers in any season. It is one of a handful of White Mountain
trails that offer real exposure. In summer, a slip or a stumble or a moment of
imbalance may bring on a sit-down and a bruise, but it isn’t likely to take a
hiker on a long, sliding fall with all its batterings. But in winter, when once
beyond an early, fleeting chance to self-arrest, the falling climber becomes a
puppet of gravity.
	Should the climbers have roped together? Perhaps that might have
guarded against such a long sliding fall. But to be effective in the case of a
fall, a rope must be attached to a companion who is securely in place and
able to withstand the pull of the fall. Such anchoring places are often hard to
find or fashion on snow and ice. And the pace of alternating between climbing and belaying—if belay stances can be found—is slow. On a route such
as that day’s Great Gully, steep but with good snow and so not worrisome to
experienced climbers, it seems unlikely that a group would form roped teams.
Instead, even though part of a group, each of the seven climbers was on his
own when it came to balance, slippage, and safety.
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	Still, in the aftermath of such a fall, the question hovers for us all, leaving
an echo of What if.
Added note: Richard’s age (64) may draw attention and a raised eyebrow
or two. Shouldn’t climbers that age stick to less taxing terrain? There is no
general answer to this. Richard was, by reports, in good condition and experienced. Modern fitness regimens keep extending their adherents’ active lives,
and so, as long as he or she is fit, each climber must make his or her own
assessments about how long to keep going up.

Then Gone
On Friday, March 1, James W., 24, left the Harvard Cabin in Huntington
Ravine with the intent of climbing a number of the ravine’s gullies. Based on
what he said to some people, and judging by the footprints later detected,
James probably climbed Odell Gully, descended into the bottom of South
Gully, and then set out up Pinnacle Gully. Approximately two-thirds of the
way up this gully, he triggered a slab avalanche, which carried him halfway
down an area known as the Fan, where a hiker found him at about 3 p.m. The
hiker, a medical doctor, called 911 to report the accident; he reported also that
the climber showed no vital signs and was dead. USFS snow rangers came to
the scene and confirmed the hiker’s diagnosis, then prepared James’s body for
the trip down to Pinkham Notch.
	Snow rangers then investigated and gathered details from climbers who
ascended Pinnacle Gully the next day. The avalanche had begun in the upper
reaches of the second pitch of the ice climb, just below a narrowing of the
gully. The crown line of the avalanche was 20 to 30 feet above the estimated
position of the climber; the crown line was 2 feet deep and 20 feet wide,
and the snow slid on a bed of water ice. Avalanche danger was rated
as moderate.
Comment: Here is the moderate rating again—see my discussion of the
January 17 incident for thoughts about this rating. James climbed solo, but
I can’t find fault there. Climbing with partners does not guarantee that an
avalanche won’t sweep both or all to the bottom of a route. Each of us should
have the freedom to go off on his or her own. What climbing or wandering
alone does do is concentrate responsibility to a single point—the climber. No
one else can talk over the conditions, no one else is there to read the snow. So
a clear sense of one’s experience and ability is the most important safeguard a
solo climber or hiker takes into the hills.
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End Point
Anyone reading this column shares with its author a fascination with the ways
in which we go to our mountains and the misfortunes and mistakes that mix
with the obvious joys we find there. For my own modest (should I say moderate?) forays into the hills, I often complete the following exercise:
•  Choose a time when your actions (or inactions) might have precipitated
a rescue.
• What did you do (or not do)? How do you explain your actions in
hindsight?
• How has this incident informed your approach to the mountains?
I find that doing so helps keep hubris at bay, both when I’m on foot and when
I sit at the keyboard analyzing others’ errors. And sometimes it makes me
smarter for my next approach to the hills.
—Sandy Stott
Accidents Editor
Sources: New Hampshire Fish and Game incident files, Mount Washington
Avalanche Center forecasts and accident summaries, Mount Washington
Observatory records, and commentary and forums on the online Views from the
Top (vftt.org).
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Stebbin’s Gulch
by the randomness
of the way
the rocks tumbled
ages ago

to descend
and to be beautiful
while it does so;
as for purpose

the water pours
it pours
it pours
ever along the slant

there is none,
it is simply
one of those gorgeous things
that was made

of downgrade
dashing its silver thumbs
against the rocks
or pausing to carve

to do what it does perfectly
and to last,
as almost nothing does,
almost forever.

a sudden curled space
where the shining fish
splash or drowse
while the kingfisher overhead
rattles and stares
and so it continues for miles
this bolt of light,
its only industry

Mary Oliver

The Pulitzer Prize-winning Mary Oliver has published more than a dozen volumes
of poetry. Her most recent is A Thousand Mornings (Penguin Press HC, 2012).
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Alpina
A semi-annual review of mountaineering in the greater ranges

Attacks on Mountaineers in the Greater Himalaya
In spring 2013, two stories of local people in the Himalaya attacking western
mountaineers dominated the conventional media and the blogosphere. Both
events induced ominous predictions of lasting destruction of mountaineering
in the Himalaya and the end of trust between westerners and the indigenous
peoples of Himalayan mountain areas.
The attacks were closely linked in time, and they gave the impression of
general deteriorating civility in the Himalaya. In fact, one incident took place
on Mount Everest and the other on Nanga Parbat, about 960 miles away. The
two locales represent almost the extreme ends of the region. (Nanga Parbat
is the westernmost of the accepted list of 8,000-m peaks and the Everest/
Makalu group contains the easternmost, except for Kangchenjunga about 100
miles further on.) There was little evidence of conflict in between.
The Incident on Everest. The attacks were unlike in severity and cause.
From the news-reading public’s point of view, news from Everest always beats
that from any other Himalayan mountain—everyone knows Everest. What
happened on Everest was actually no more than a squabble, but following the
incident (no stronger word is justified), Nick Paumgarten wrote exhaustively
about it in the June 3, 2013, issue of The New Yorker. On April 27, three
western climbers—the well-known Simone Moro of Italy and Ueli Steck
of Switzerland, accompanied by a lesser-known British cameraman named
Jon Griffith—were trying to climb past a group of Sherpas employed by a
consortium of commercial expedition companies to establish and fix ropes on
the Normal Route up the south side of Everest. This route construction has
been a usual feature of spring on Everest for years, but recent warmer spring
weather has made it (in the view of the Sherpas) a laborious and dangerous
task. They ask climbers not to attempt ascents through the work parties until
the route is completed. What actually happened is told very differently by the
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participants and has been further distorted by sensational news accounts, but
a general outline now seems to be agreed on.
The three westerners were told not to climb through the working Sherpas,
but they had a permit for the route and chose to climb on, saying that they
would not use the already-fixed ropes. As they climbed above the work group
and crossed over the projected line, the climbers and Sherpas exchanged
tense words. Moro admits and apologizes for calling the Sherpa Sirdar a
motherf*****— a term that is even more insulting in Nepali than in English.
The Sirdar immediately called a work action, and the Sherpas walked off the
job. The three westerners, fearing that they might be accused of delaying
the opening of the route, decided to postpone their climb and eventually
descended to Camp 2.
There they learned of threats and rumors of threats by the Sherpas against
them. The next day, an angry crowd of Sherpas, reported as hundreds of
masked men brandishing ice axes and knives and throwing stones, surrounded
the three. Sherpas, who as children draw herding duty and control wayward
animals by well-aimed rocks to their rumps, are very accurate stone-throwers,
and knives and ice axes are indeed threatening. The “knives” turned out to be
one small penknife and no large stones found their mark. The real damage
was to the egos and reputations of all involved: the western climbers; the
commercial operators that pay for the route preparation in the spring and
then dominate spring climbing on Everest; the Nepalese authorities who
obviously had no control; and the image (never entirely true) of the Sherpas
as a happy, smiling group, loyal to their sahibs and memsahibs and glad to
serve them faithfully.
	Steck and Griffith subsequently left the area. Moro, who in addition to
being a great climber is a highly skilled helicopter pilot, did not. He later flew
a mission bringing down an incapacitated Nepali/Canadian climber from
7,800 m, by far the highest helicopter rescue on Everest so far.
Violence is endemic in Nepal, and the Maoist insurgency in the backcountry formerly did affect mountaineers. The death toll to the insurgents
and to the Nepalese military and police who hunted them is estimated in
the tens of thousands. But all sides recognized the economic importance of
mountain climbing and tourism, and foreigners were largely exempt from
damage beyond a little genial “tax”—the sequestration of cameras, watches,
and other valuables. There is no evidence that last year’s incident has anything
to do with the still partially unresolved Maoist problem.
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The basic issue is about money—more specifically, income distribution.
All parties involved in the incident depend on mountain climbing and
mountain tourism, even the wealthy western climbers, whose endorsement
and other income must be maintained by regular “new” exploits for which the
Nepalese mountains and particularly Everest are important venues.
(Many do not realize the degree to which Everest dominates
mountaineering endeavors and expenditure in Nepal, particularly in the
all-important pre-monsoon season. For example, in the 2012 pre-monsoon
season, 209 expeditions to 18 permitted mountains in Nepal had 803 members
above base camp, but of these, the 89 expeditions to Everest had 482 members
above base camp. The 120 expeditions to permitted mountains other than
Everest accounted for only 321 members above base camp. If “members above
base camp” is taken as a measure of expenditure, 60 percent of it was on
Everest. Fees and prices are higher on that mountain and climbers typically
spend more time at and above Base Camp there, so the actual economic
dominance of Everest in the pre-monsoon season is even larger.)
South side route preparation has become more difficult and, in the opinion
of the working Sherpas, far more dangerous because of recent warmer premonsoon weather causing more rockfall and icefall on the route. Those hired
for the demanding and dangerous work understand that only a small portion
of the large sums brought in by the extensive commercial exploitation of
Everest “trickles down” to them.
Following the incident, the Nepal Mountaineering Association worked
out an agreement, which was immediately dubbed “the Treaty of Everest
2013,” in which some 28 signatories “realized their errors and apologized to
each other. . . . Both parties agreed to help each other in the future to make
successful each other’s goals.” All very well, and not surprising, as all probably
realized that bad publicity affects their livelihoods. However, it is not likely
that labor actions, threats, or even violence will be ended without betterment
in the individual economic status of the Sherpas. As western guide Adrian
Ballinger pointed out, the “Sherpa earns most or all of their family’s annual
income in these two months on the mountain.” By “two months,” he means
the pre-monsoon season on Everest.
The Murderous Assault at Nanga Parbat. The Nanga Parbat assault was
a far more serious affair. As with the Everest incident, accounts have varied,
but there is no obscuring the deadly nature of the event. It was the bloodiest
attack on a group of (mostly) foreign climbers in the history of Pakistan, and
so far as I recall, any other mountain country during the modern period.
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Eleven climbers, entirely inoffensive, chosen essentially by the accident
of their location at Nanga Parbat Base Camp, were murdered ganglandexecution style by about sixteen assailants in what now appears to be properly
identified as a terrorist attack.
Late on June 22, 2013, the assailants, wearing military clothing, attacked a
lodge at Nanga Parbat Base Camp, quickly killing all the occupants they could
find. The victims were mostly engaged in the quest for the accumulation of
8,000-m peaks and were identified as follows: Yang Chung Feng (who had
climbed eleven 8,000ers) and Rao Jian-Feng (who had completed nine); two
Slovakians—Anton Dobes who had climbed only Cho Oyu and Peter Sperka
who had summited three 8,000ers; three climbers from the Ukraine—leader
Igor Svergun (with five 8,000ers), Badavi Kashayev, and Dmytro Koniayev;
Lithuanian Ernestas Marksaitis, said to have climbed Broad Peak; an
American, Hong-Lu Chen, who had previously climbed Everest; Sona Sherpa
of Nepal (who had climbed three 8,000ers); and Ali Hussain of Pakistan, first
identified as a guide, later as a cook.
As frequently occurs after terrorist attacks, at least two organizations
claimed responsibility almost immediately: an anti-Shiite group called
Jandallah and, more believably, the Pakistani Taliban, which claimed the
attack was in retaliation for the U.S. drone killing of a Taliban commander.
Of course, none of the victims was Shiite and the Chinese American could
have no relationship to drone strikes. The attack was embarrassing to the
unstable Pakistan government, which almost immediately suspended local
officials and set up a senior investigation committee. Thirty-seven local
villagers were arrested and released after questioning. A more deliberate
investigation working through local jirgas (quasi representative assemblies
of local dignitaries) claims to have identified all sixteen of the attackers—
basically, local men though some had been trained at a site near the distant
and unstable border with Afghanistan.
	Smaller attacks on trekkers and mountaineers are not infrequent in
Pakistan. The best known to Americans is the shotgun attack on Ned Gillette
and his wife, Susie Patterson, near Laila Pk in 1998. Gillette, a well-known
climber, skier, adventure traveler, and writer, was killed, and Patterson was
seriously wounded. In the same season, a party of trekkers in Swat was
attacked and killed. However, as noted earlier, the Nanga Parbat attack is
unique in its severity.
The ultimate effect on mountaineering in Pakistan and the bordering
countries is difficult to judge. It is not surprising that two German expedition
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organizers immediately canceled their proposed trips to Nanga Parbat.
Pakistan mountains further east toward the Baltoro region may be less
vulnerable to attacks using local people as the populations are less numerous
and interlopers easier to spot. The same cannot be said for the mountainous
areas along the Pakistan borders with Afghanistan and the other “stans,”
nor in Kashmir. But these areas are notoriously dangerous, and mountain
climbers have routinely taken the risks all the same.

Nepal Himalaya
Pre-monsoon 2012. The thesis that mountaineering activity in the Nepal
Himalaya reflects (with a lag of a year or so) the recovery from the worldwide
recession is roughly borne out by the comparison of spring 2012 with spring
2011. The number of expeditions rose from 176 to 209. In 2011, 98 expeditions
were successful, putting 704 climbers on summits; the next year, 129 successful
expeditions placed 718 climbers on top. The number of female successes rose
from 50 to 65. Deaths rates changed little: ten team members and one hired
died in 2011; in 2012, ten members and three hired died. Although the number
of expeditions increased in 2012, the number of mountains attempted was
only 18 in spring 2012 compared with the 24 mountains tried in 2011.
First ascents are becoming rare in Nepal. For the first time in recent memory,
none were recorded in the 2012 pre-monsoon season. This was partly because
of heavy snows in the early season. Goetz Weigand’s German–Romanian try
on Tsartse (6,343 m) did not even reach base camp. (He is the only leader to
try the mountain in the Mukut Himal opened in 2002. His previous attempt
with another German–Romanian team failed in an approach from adjacent
Tashi Kang in 2006.) The other first ascent attempt, on Panpoche 1 (6,620
m) in the Manaslu Himal near the Tibetan border opened in 2005, was only
the second try. Two climbers from a Norwegian team led by Ola Einang
were hit by an avalanche on April 19 at about 5,400 m. Bjorn Myrer-Lund
was seriously injured, and Pasang Sherpa was so shaken that he descended
and reported the death of Myrer-Lund. Other members and Sherpas climbed
up to the site and found Myrer-Lund very cold and in great pain with a
leg broken in two places and cracked ribs. He was eventually brought down
and then evacuated to a Kathmandu hospital by helicopter. Einang reported
nearly continuous snows and climbing through drifts sometimes waist deep.
The expedition was abandoned April 23.
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Deaths in the 2012 pre-monsoon season. At first sight, the number of
deaths reported, ten members and three hired, might seem an unfortunate
but understandable result of the increased mountaineering activity. Only
three deaths occurred on mountains other than Everest, and the ten deaths
there—the worst result since 2006 when eleven died—might be called a
random increase. Instead, as discussed here, the increase could be the marker
of an ominous change on that mountain.
First the non-Everest deaths. Tibor Horvath, 33, of the first Hungarian
expedition to Annapurna (8,091 m) descended from Camp 4 on May 5, made
a call from Camp 3 at 4 p.m., then is believed to have been swept away by
an avalanche in a gully between Camps 2 and 3. His body was never located
because of deep snow. Jafar Naseri of an Iranian expedition attempting
Manaslu (8,163 m) with Omid Amohammadi and Hossein Saleki reached
the summit via the NE Face at 6:30 p.m. on May 10. They found the summit
cold and windy with limited visibility and almost immediately started down,
unroped. By 9:30 p.m. they reached 7,900 m. Naseri “fell down the right
side of the ridge” and disappeared. The frightened Amohammadi and Saleki
bivouacked in place and descended to Camp 4 the next morning. Subsequent
searches found no trace of Naseri. On Lhotse (8,516 m), the low-budget fivemember Czech Lhotse Summit 2012 Expedition hired no Sherpas and used no
supplementary oxygen. On May 19, Radovan Mareck and 50-year-old Mila
Selacek started for the summit from the 7,800-m Camp 4 on the Normal
Route. Selacek was unwell and lagged well behind Mareck, who reached the
summit at 5:30 p.m. On his descent, he encountered Selacek only 50 m below
the summit. Selacek was feeling better and wished to top out, so Mareck gave
him some water and a power bar, then continued to Camp 4. Selacek never
reached the camp. The weak Czech expedition could not mount a rescue
effort, but on May 22, other climbers reported they had seen Selacek’s body.
The cause of death was recorded as exposure and frostbite.
Unprecedented warmth complicated the early-season route preparation
phase on Everest (8,850 m), and many worried about the resulting dangers
to the preparation crews on the S Col route. In fact, none of the early
deaths seemed to bear any relation to the warm weather: Kasang Namgyal
Sherpa working for an Iranian expedition died at Base Camp—his death was
categorized as illness/non–acute mountain sickness (AMS); Ramesh Gulave
of an Indian expedition suffered a stroke while descending from 5,600 m on
April 20 and, after a second stroke, was transferred to a hospital where he died
a week later; Namgyal Tshering Sherpa, who was working on the route, failed
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Climbers have crowded themselves onto the slopes of Mount Everest for some years now,
creating bottlenecks and occasional flaming tempers on the established routes. Above, a
mini tent city fills Base Camp on the south side of the mountain in 2006. MICHAEL KODAS

to clip into a safety rope while crossing a crevasse and fell to his death on
April 21; and Dawa Tenzing Sherpa, 41, also working on the route, collapsed
descending from Camp 2 on May 1 and was evacuated to Kathmandu, where
he suffered another stroke and died.
The six subsequent deaths on Everest occurred on just two days, May 19
and 20. The 19th was the busiest day on the mountain, as measured by total
ascents—238. These concentrations of effort high on the mountain result
from the effective system devised by the commercial operators to get their
clients to the top. (A similar concentration of climbers occurred on May 25
and May 26, with 140 and 103 ascents, though fortunately with no deaths.)
In the pre-monsoon season, the majority of those who reach the summit are
clients or employees of the commercial operators. The system comprises route
preparation and fixed ropes, tent camps on the route, a high ratio of guides and
Sherpas to clients, generous use of supplementary oxygen, and—critically—
accurate prediction of a favorable “weather window” for the period when the
clients reach within striking distance of the top for their summit “day.” Even
climbers with no or minimal formal engagement with commercial operators
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piggyback on the system, depending on the prepared route and camps for
physical safety and on knowledge of the generally accurate predictions for the
window of good weather.
The favorable aspects are obvious. Everest is easier and apparently safer
to ascend than it used to be. But as the crowds near the top grow larger, the
prepared routes are basically one-track railways to the summit. At difficult
points, less adept and less fit climbers fumble and delay, and tightly packed
lines hundreds of meters long quickly form below them. The earliest and
fastest climbers, trying to descend from the summit against the upward flow,
cannot pass the pinch point, and waiting lines form both above and below.
In these lines, climbers must stand for hours, stamping their feet against the
rising chill in their boots and noting the decrease in or exhaustion of their
supplementary oxygen supplies.
The consequences can surpass mere cold feet and worry. Canadian Shriya
Shah Klorfine, 33, head of a Kathmandu trekking agency, led her own fiveperson expedition to the mountain and left Camp 4 on the S Col for the
summit at 7 p.m. on the evening of May 18 with two Sherpas. Climbing
slowly and greatly delayed by the long lines on the route, she did not reach
the summit until 2:30 p.m. on May 19—having already been en route for 20½
hours. On the descent, she became exhausted at the S Summit. Her Sherpas
short-roped her down to a little below the Balcony at 8,450 m, where she died
at 10:45 p.m.
	Song Won-bin, 44, of a Korean expedition left Camp 4 for the summit at
8 p.m. on May 18. His group of two members and three Sherpas topped out at
7:05 p.m. May 19. They spent less than an hour on the summit before beginning their descent. Song was stuck at the Hillary Step for four hours until
other Sherpas rescued him. He became partially snow-blind and his Sherpas
brought him down to the Balcony where he died. The death is recorded as
AMS.
The two remaining Everest deaths in the season occurred on May 20 on
the N Col/NE Ridge Route where crowding was less. (Twenty-five climbers
topped out from that side.) Juan Jose Polo Carbayo, 43, of the Canary Islands,
reached the summit with Sherpa Nima Dorje. Once there, Polo Carbayo
became euphoric and irrational, removed his oxygen mask and gloves and
refused to descend despite repeated pleas from Nima, who eventually started
down alone. Polo Carbayo followed later, but collapsed and died at 8,300 m.
The death cause is given as exhaustion. Ralf Arnold, 41, of Germany, climbing
alone without supplementary oxygen, is said to have reached the summit
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from the north on May 20. He died that day in a fall at 8,700 m. Arnold
made a similar solo, no-oxygen ascent of Cho Oyu in 2010.
The deaths of Klorfine and Won-bin were caused at least partly by the
excessive delays caused by overcrowding. It is possible that delays on the northside route may have contributed to the irrational behavior that caused the
death of Polo Carbayo. These unfortunate results occurred even though the
weather remained benign—the weather window predictions were accurate.
	Now consider the 1996 spring season on Everest, usually thought of as
the most tragic season and memorialized in Jon Krakauer’s blockbuster best
seller Into Thin Air (Villard Books, 1997), an overwrought made-for-TV
movie, and a host of other publications. Mountaineering activity on Everest
was much more limited then–total ascents in spring 1996 were 87 compared
with 551 in spring 2012. Nevertheless, significant parallels exist between the
events of May 10 and 11, 1996, and those of May 19 and 20, 2012. In 1996,
the commercial operator system for getting clients to the top did not work
smoothly. So, although only 32 climbers reached the summit on May 10 and
11, they waited for significant periods at critical points and many of the 32 were
still near the top late on May 10. As darkness descended, the favorable weather
window abruptly closed and was replaced by cold, snow, minimal visibility,
and a high, screaming wind—a disastrous failure of meteorological prediction
that has not occurred since. Before the weather cleared, eight members and
guides, including the two most experienced commercial expedition leaders,
died—seven of exposure and frostbite, one in a storm-caused fall. Several
other climbers suffered severe frostbite damage.
	Suppose that, instead of 30 or so climbers high on Everest when the
weather suddenly changes, 238 wait there in long lines above and below the
pinch points. As the wind and snow increase and visibility drops, it becomes
unsafe to leave the fixed ropes even for a minute. Satellite phones and other
communication and location devices become unusable in the extreme wind
and cold, so no one can even try to coordinate an unwinding of the jams and
a descent to the tent camps far below. An unprecedented Himalayan mountaineering catastrophe becomes probable.

China and Tibet
Mountaineering activity in this area, still the world’s largest reservoir
of unclimbed high mountains and new routes, was severely limited for
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foreigners in 2012, as has been true for several years. The Chinese authorities,
responding to continuing unrest in areas of significant ethnic Tibetan
population as symbolized by the self-immolation of Tibetan monks and their
sympathizers, clamped down on anyone who might report this unrest. Both
the Chinese authorities and the supporters of the elderly Dalai Lama, exiled
in India, condemn these fiery suicides as “un-Buddhist.” But as the time for
the political/religious choice of a new reincarnate becomes imminent, the
unrest grows. Equally important to the ethnic Tibetans is their loss of status
and identity as Han Chinese tourists and settlers flood into the region in
apparently unlimited numbers.
Travel by foreigners and contact with Tibetans is forbidden or actively
discouraged by local Chinese officials and by the Public Security Bureau (PSB)
using propaganda and direct threats. Other factors also contribute to travel
difficulties. Paradoxically, the physical improvements fostered by China’s
western development drive and the resulting increase in local incomes have
decreased access in some remote areas. Traditional foot and bridal trails are
abandoned and overgrown, and the Tibetans and other local people become
less willing to transport, serve, and shelter foreign travelers.
A more subtle but still important effect on exploratory mountaineering
is the technical development of satellite-based mapping technologies—
Google Earth and all its congeners. The process that its principal exponent
in the region, Tomatsu (Tom) Nakamura, calls “unveiling”—the finding,
locating geographically, picturing, and popularizing of previously unknown
or obscure mountains—has lost much of its romantic appeal. Sitting before
a computer, one now can generate detailed and accurate satellite-based maps
of whole ranges of once-remote mountains. Sorting out the mountains,
determining altitudes, and assigning identifying names (or coded numbers) is
a scholarly process more akin to bookkeeping than to exploration.
	In presently restricted eastern Tibet, Nakamura estimates that about
260 mountains higher than 6,000 m remain unclimbed. In the more politically accessible, though still largely Tibetan, West Sichuan highlands, there
are only ten or so virgin 6,000ers. With forced reduction in possible high
first ascents, mountaineers are showing more interest in rock climbs in the
Siguniang area and the Genyen massif north of the Litang plateau, and in
new routes and first ascents of lesser peaks in the region around Minya Konka
(Gongga Shan).
	Nakamura himself led a distinctly mature team from his Hengduan
Mountains Club (Nakamura, Tsuyoshi Nagai, and Tadao Shintani) to the
winter/spring 2014 131

Appalachia_WS2014_FINAL pages_11.6.indd 131

11/6/13 7:12 AM

West Sichuan highlands and Yunnan from late September to late October
2012. The boasted Nakamura “blue sky weather” failed to manifest itself.
In two weeks, there were only one and a half days of good photography.
Foreign travel restrictions were apparent. They met only two westerners and
no other Japanese. Nakamura credits such travel success as they had to the
efforts of his guide Zhang Jiyue.
The Exploits of Janne Corax in Tibet. Swede Janne Corax has a novel
approach to exploratory mountaineering that he outlines in a Japanese Alpine
News article (vol. 14, pages 1–10). He travels great distances without external
support by what he calls “fair means”—by mountain bicycle or on foot—
and asserts that in remote areas of Tibet, this is the most effective technique.
Of course, effective or not, great physical effort and danger is the almost-daily
lot of all participants, and his companions (often identified by first names or
initials only to protect their anonymity) frequently change.
	In 2003, Corax and Nadine Saulnier, a Canadian then resident in Sweden,
crossed the Chang Tang Plateau north to south in a 46-day unsupported
epic, which nearly cost them their lives. Their loaded bicycles weighed about
85 kilos each, and in most terrain had to be pushed rather than ridden. The
trip was a success—they had survived, but they failed to climb the virgin
Kangzhangri (6,305 m), also known as King Oscar’s Mountain. (The Swedish explorer Sven Hedin, who Corax takes as an exemplar, saw and sketched
the mountain from the north in early September 1896 and named it for King
Oscar II of Sweden.) When Corax and Saulnier reached civilization, they were
arrested and questioned by the Chinese PSB but were eventually released with
a warning and a small fine because the PSB could not believe that they had
actually crossed the Chang Tang alone and unsupported.
	In 2007, Corax and Saulnier learned that another expedition planned to
try for the first ascent of King Oscar’s Mountain that fall, so they decided
to make their attempt in the summer monsoon season. They started from
Huatugou with 50 days of locally procured food and fuel. The monsoon
weather on the Chang Tang Plateau was abysmal with thunderstorms and
blizzards—at one point they did not see the sun for nine days. The terrain
got so muddy that they left the bicycles and backpacked 85 km to the foot of
the mountain. Twenty-seven days and 600 km from the start, they reached
the mountain and, in a rare clear day, easily made the summit for the first
ascent. They took another two weeks to return to civilization. Alone or with
new companions, Corax then climbed eight more mountains. Of these, five
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were apparent first ascents, most notably three summits in the Toze Kangri
massif—all over 6,000 m by global positioning system.
	In 2008, Corax met Saulnier and a new companion, M.A., at Golmud
in Qinghai in early summer. The three set off on their bicycles for another
Chang Tang crossing with provisions for 60 days. The weather was a distinct
improvement over 2007 with few snowstorms. Encountering no one for 36
days, they reached Kukushili (6,388 m). The climb to the summit was difficult
in one of the few bad-weather days, and they had to find the top using GPS.
After the descent, they headed roughly south to reach an attractive lake called
Burog Co. From the lake, they made the easy climb of Purog Kangri (6,436
m), an apparent first ascent. On day 53, they reached Gomo Co (lake) where
they encountered nomads, who supplemented their nearly exhausted rations
with tea and rice. The whole 1,100 km traverse took 55 days.
	In 2010, this time with Lars B., Corax traveled by bicycle from
Huatugou and climbed Aleke Tag (6,080 m), the first ascent of an “ultra.”
(An “ultra” is a peak having a prominence of 1,500 meters or more.
Topographical prominence is an obscure discipline. Probably the most
intuitive definition of prominence in this sense is this: “Prominence of a
summit is the elevation difference between the summit and the lowest contour
line that encircles it but encircles no higher summit.”) They then made four
more first ascents, one, Ayalik (6,167 m) also an ultra. In 2012, Corax with
M. started from Kashgar for unclimbed Ak Tag (6,758 m), the highest peak
between the Ulugh Muztagh and Qong Muztagh—also an ultra. About 30
km short of the peak, M. bailed out. Corax backpacked to the peak, found a
relatively easy route, and made the solo first ascent.
From 2007 through 2012, Corax climbed nineteen peaks; sixteen of these
were first ascents to his “best knowledge.” Thirteen of these first ascents were
on 6,000ers and three were on ultras.
A remarkable score by any standard. Corax and his companions operate
independently of the Chinese official control system—they try to fly under
the radar. Their whole plan depends on evasion of official record keeping.
Corax mentions formal difficulty only once, arrest by the dreaded PSB after
the 2003 Chang Tang crossing. But there must have been encounters with
the curious or with potential informers at every approach to even the most
primitive vestiges of civilization and control. How were these evaded or
otherwise handled? Although Corax sometimes describes the grubby details
of survival in the cold, snowy, high-altitude environment, other details are
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either ignored or obscured. For example, how were the batteries in the GPS
devices and digital (I suppose) cameras kept charged for the months of use
in a cold and sometimes wet and snowy environment? For the first ascents,
there are few or no witnesses except the sometimes-anonymous climbers
themselves. Our only choice is to look at the photos, read the accounts, and
decide—is this to be believed or not?
Corax takes Sven Hedin as a model, and anyone who has toiled through
the interminable pages of Hedin’s voluminous books can vouch for the accumulation of supporting data. Nevertheless, our evidence for the truth of
many of Hedin’s assertions is no more than, “That is what Hedin said.” Perhaps Corax should be offered the same tolerance.
Acknowledgments. These notes are based in part on accounts in The American
Alpine Journal and The Himalayan Journal, their electronic supplements, and
Japanese Alpine News. The use of the valuable reference sources The Himalayan
Database and 8000ers.com is also gratefully acknowledged.
—Jeffery Parrette
Alpina Editor
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Excess
On Eaglenest Ridge
I scuff a buried survey square
of 19th-century iron
crowning the valley I grew
up in, carry burley
tobacco and ginseng root
in a pack. My lungs are spent
from bellying through
the vertical thicket below.
Fir trunks cling to slag turf.
Gone in breathing, my chest
balloons where Kephart never
walked. I sit a rock
and vultures float up
from falling water, eager
to fend. On their ledge
I crouch, remedial.
Benjamin Pryor

Benjamin Pryor’s work has appeared in The Oxford American, The Southern Review¸
Quarterly West, Cimarron Review, Subtropics, The Wallace Stevens Journal, and Best
New Poets 2010, among others. He lives and works in Chapel Hill, North Carolina.
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News and Notes
Appalachian Mountain Club Celebrates 125th Anniversary
of White Mountain Huts
Sunday, August 18, 2013, dawned fair and bright, when more than 50 former
Madison Spring Hut croo members, and their friends and families, began
converging on the col between Mounts Madison and Adams to celebrate the
125th anniversary of the hut there. Madison Spring Hut is North America’s
oldest mountain hut. It was originally built in 1888 and is one of eight
huts the Appalachian Mountain Club operates in the White Mountains of
New Hampshire.
By midmorning, a cohort of former members of the hut croos—
known collectively as OH, which originally stood for Old Hutmen—had

Members of the Appalachian Mountain Club’s Old Hutmen’s Association, known
today as the OHA because of the many women hut croo members, gathered at Madison
Spring Hut on August 18, 2013, to celebrate the 125th anniversary of the hut system in
the White Mountains of New Hampshire. BOB CARY
136 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2014_FINAL pages_11.6.indd 136

11/6/13 7:12 AM

packed lunch supplies to Madison Hut. Nathaniel Blauss (a croo member
from 2006) organized the food carry. Among the packers was 2006
Hutmaster Bethann Weick (who also writes occasionally for Appalachia)—
steam still rising from her bare shoulders after a fast trip up the Valley Way—
as were David Kaplan (2006), Gates Sanford (2008), Lauren Plummer (2010),
Bethany “Benny” Taylor (another Appalachia contributor), Eliza Knowles,
Lindsay Bourgoine, and Doug Park. Most subsequent arriving attendees
likewise elected to renew their love-hate relationships with the Madison
pack trail by taking the Valley Way to the hut, but others, such as former
Huts Manager Ken Olson (1968), opted to arrive from the summit of Mount
Washington via the Gulfside Trail.
The gathering clarified why the AMC huts have been so special to so
many people—visitors and former croo alike—for 125 years. The AMC huts
are the oldest hut-to-hut network in the United States, offering bunkroom
accommodations, home-cooked meals, and naturalist programs for hikers
of all abilities. The AMC’s tradition of mountain hospitality started with
Madison Spring Hut and expanded to include an eastern division of
huts in New Hampshire’s Presidential Range, later followed by a western
division in the Franconia Range. The AMC’s final hut, Mizpah Spring Hut,
above Crawford Notch, was built in response to the backpacking boom
of the 1960s and provided the important missing link for today’s hutto-hut network.
The “off-the-grid” huts were fashioned after those in the European Alps
and spaced a day’s hike apart along a 56-mile-long stretch of the Appalachian
Trail. As the hut buildings have evolved throughout the years, so too has
the mission of the huts. Today’s huts provide educational programming, use
alternative energy and composting, support search and rescue operations, and
play a part in the AMC’s clean air and alpine ecosystem research.
The OH lunch at Madison Spring Hut drew former croo members who
served six decades ago. The senior living former croo member, Brooks Dodge
(hutmaster 1943–1946), could not attend, so the role of honorary chair of the
gathering fell to Bob Cary (1954–1957, hutmaster in 1957), who came with his
daughter Heather Johnson and his croo mate Phil Preston (1956). The oldest
in attendance was Bob Watts (AMC trail crew 1952–1955), age 78, who had
hiked up the day before with his sons, his grandson, and former trail crew
member Dobie Jenkins (1955). Watts was the only person present who also
attended both the Madison 75th anniversary in 1963 and the Madison 100th
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in 1988. His father, Ivor Watts, had attended the Madison 50th in 1938 and
(with Bob) the Madison 75th in 1963.
	In the absence of the late, legendary Anthony MacMillan (1960–1965,
hutmaster 1962–1965), in whose memory the Madison kitchen is now named,
the early 1960s were well represented by Chuck Hobbie (1962–1963), Dick
Low (1964–1965), and Hugh Thompson (1964). The late-1960s–early-1970s
cadre of Madison alumni, in addition to Olson, included Lloyd Dakin (1968–
1970), Chris Stewart (a former Appalachia editor, who worked at Madison
Hut 1969–71), Marty Womer (1973), and Bill Oliver (1972, 1975). Oliver came
with his son, Tom, whose middle name, “Madison,” was bestowed in honor
of the hut.
The 1980s made an especially strong showing, including Liz Seabury (1977,
hutmaster in 1981), Carol Scannell (1983, hutmaster in 1985), Peter Benson
(1985, hutmaster in 1987, AMC centennial hutmaster in 1988), and Ann
Pollender (from the all-female croo of 1988). Pollender brought her husband,
Al Kamman (who worked five seasons in the huts, but not at Madison). The
1986 croo was especially well represented by Hutmaster Liz Keuffel, Assistant
HM Emily Thayer Benson, and croo member Lars Botzojorns. (Emily’s
husband is Peter, mentioned above.) Botzojorns came with his wife Jennifer
Botzojorns (who worked four seasons in the huts, but not at Madison) and
sister-in-law Elizabeth Botzow McKinnon (who worked two seasons in the
huts, but not at Madison).
The furthest-traveled award went to 2009 Hutmaster Hilary Gerardi,
from Grenoble, France, with runner-up Dulcie Heiman (AMC reservations
1977–1997) journeying from San Francisco to attend. Another notable arrival
was Maria Van Dusen (Pinkham 1953) who hiked over on the Gulfside Trail.
After the lunch (prepared by the enthusiastic 2013 croo under the
leadership of Hutmaster Katie Schide), Olson led an informal program.
Chuck Henderson (a.k.a. Chuck Roast—previously the proprietor of a
popular and well-known outdoor clothing and equipment manufacturer in
North Conway) delivered a letter commending the hut croos from his current
boss, U.S. Senator Jeanne Shaheen of New Hampshire.
	Olson reminded all of the importance of the AMC’s role at Madison
Spring Hut and elsewhere in the mountains, and how fortunate hut croos
have been to have played an important role in serving the hiking public. The
informal ceremony there on the outdoor patio closed with the traditional
toasts, including one to absent friends. Among the latter is one who
deserves special mention for his efforts in making this day possible: Current
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A handmade sign captures the creative energies of former hut croo members.

BOB WATTS

AMC Board of Directors member Willy Ashbrook (who worked at Madison
Spring Hut 1962–1964), who had incurred an injury hiking earlier that
summer.
As the afternoon’s end drew near, the day-trippers began their reluctant
descents to the valley, while about 25 stayed on for the night. Some talked
about returning for the 150th anniversary in 2038.
As “Red Mac” MacGregor, AMC huts manager in the 1920s, wrote in
1963 for the 75th anniversary (when he was 78 years old): “A glorious day/A
winding trail/A rising and falling way/Over the Northern Peaks/Scenes near
and far/Friends here and yonder/Tramping with me again/Over the Northern
Peaks/A lift for the heart/A drink from the spring/God’s glories displayed/
Over the Northern Peaks.”
For more on the 125th anniversary of the AMC’s hut system, see
outdoors.org/huts125.
—Bill Barrett and AMC staffers

Restoration After Sandy
In October 2012, Hurricane Sandy tore along the eastern seaboard, doing the
most damage in Delaware, New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut. Early
estimates placed the amount at $200 billion in damages, with at least 199
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people killed along the path of the storm. The storm also affected coastal
habitat for water birds, as high winds and storm-driven water moved masses
of coastal sediments, changed barrier landscapes, and destroyed migratory
bird habitats.
	In 2013, Congress designated $68.2 million in emergency funding to
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to restore and repair 25 national wildlife
refuges and three national fish hatcheries that were damaged during Hurricane Sandy. One of the largest projects is a $20 million initiative to repair
damage and stabilize habitats at Prime Hook National Wildlife Refuge in
Delaware. Other projects include removing debris along several islands
that compose Connecticut’s Stewart B. McKinney National Wildlife
Refuge, removing debris and hazardous materials from New York’s Long
Island National Wildlife Refuge, and repairing and restoring water control
structures in North Carolina’s Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge.
	New York Governor Andrew Cuomo created the NYS 2100 Commission,
tasked with finding ways to improve the resilience and strength of the state’s
infrastructure in the face of natural disasters. In 2013, New York State designated $645,000 for restoration of the Jamaica Bay marshes in Queens, a
project that was described by Cuomo as “a model approach for resiliency
investments that will help protect communities” from storms like Hurricane
Sandy. Green infrastructure projects, such as marsh restoration, are the kinds
of projects officials are seeking in order to protect the shoreline in the event of
another storm like Sandy. The project is done in partnership with the American Littoral Society and the Jamaica Bay Ecowatchers.
—Sally Manikian
News and Notes Editor

A Mountain in Your Pocket: Mint Issues Mount Chocorua Quarter
The U.S. Mint released the much-sought-after White Mountain National
Forest quarter on February 21, 2013. The first citizens to get their hands on
the coins were students on a field trip to the Silver Center for the Arts at
Plymouth State University in Plymouth, New Hampshire. They sat patiently
through a program of dignitary speeches and got their reward when the
governor, the acting director of the mint, and the White Mountain National
Forest supervisor handed out shiny coins out of sacks. (Adults had to line
up in the lobby to buy quarters by the roll.)
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By July 2013, 176,400,000
White Mountain National Forest
quarters later, the mint had
finished making these remarkable
coins. The quarters are circulating
freely. Some people may not notice
they are holding a mountain
as they pass change to a clerk.
That is not because the scene on
the coin is bland. It is the wellknown, but always thrilling, view
of Mount Chocorua rising over
Chocorua Lake.
This isn’t just a pretty coin. It is part of something larger, and quite
remarkable, although as yet largely unrecognized.
	Since the first coins were struck 2,600 years ago, coin artists have put
everything and anything on the two sides of their coins: from animals such
as lions, bulls, bees, crabs, and cuttlefish to the most famous and infamous
monarchs of history; from gods and goddesses and sacred symbols of all kinds
to forthright pornography; from prosperous cities and fruitful industry to
scenes of military mayhem. But a coin with a natural landscape is distinctly
unusual. True, the America the Beautiful Quarters program that features
national forests and parks and other federally protected lands has been minting
coins with scenes since 2010. The Mount Chocorua quarter is the sixteenth
in the series of nice-looking landscapes. But most of those landscapes present
as backdrops tucked behind charismatic mega fauna (moose, elk, Dall sheep,
mountain goats) that stand front and center. Why? Perhaps because a large
central device is the tradition in coin art. Yet on this coin, Mount Chocorua
stands alone, just as it actually does at the eastern end of the Sandwich Range
in the White Mountains, and just as artists with diverse styles—Thomas Cole,
Benjamin Champney, John Marin—have chosen to paint it.
Three other quarters in the America the Beautiful series feature pure,
unencumbered landscapes: Yosemite, Mount Hood, and the Grand Canyon.
Three of these four were designed and sculpted by the same artist: Phebe
Hemphill. She is a sculptor who trained at the Pennsylvania Academy of
the Fine Arts, and she is one of only seven sculptor-engravers employed
by the U.S. Mint. Hemphill told me that sculpting coin art, with all of its
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unique challenges, is her dream job. Few other sculptors are constrained by
a format so minuscule: a quarter measures less than an inch in diameter, and
the working space often is further reduced by a required band of lettering
that runs around the edge. Today’s digital die-cutting technology does permit
artists to include much detail on the coin. But that advantage is, in turn,
somewhat offset by the greatly reduced available relief (depth) rendered by
modern high-speed presses. (The loss of relief is not subtle. To see for yourself,
compare Washington’s head on a new quarter with one from the 1980s.)
	Nevertheless, Hemphill said she loves the opportunity to squeeze vast
vistas onto the backs of coins, an enterprise she admits is technically difficult
and aesthetically risky. How does she approach the problem? Hemphill says
coin work is not pure sculpture, but requires a blending of three- and twodimensional techniques. She built that sense of deep, open space around
Mount Chocorua by framing it with birch trees in the foreground. The
illusion is further enhanced by the ample negative space of the featureless,
mirror-finish lake and sky, and by atmospheric perspective on the mountain
slope itself.
—Doug McVicar

Appalachian Mountain Club Partners with MassGeneral Hospital
for Children on New Outdoors Rx Program
The AMC and MassGeneral Hospital for Children have joined forces
to launch “Outdoors Rx,” a program that gives pediatricians and other
healthcare professionals the resources to prescribe outdoor activity. The
partners have trained more than 60 medical professionals in two pilot towns
of Framingham and Waltham, Massachusetts. The goal is 5,000 prescriptions
in the first 12 months.
“We see Outdoors Rx as a key component of AMC’s efforts to get
500,000 kids outdoors by the end of 2020,” said John Judge, AMC president
and CEO.
Outdoors Rx will highlight
free, easy ways to get started,
such as joining a local AMC-led
activity or planning outings using
the new Outdoors Rx website at
outdoorsrx.org. There visitors will
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find a calendar of free, AMC-guided local outdoor programs, blogs on what
to wear and how to get to places such as Framingham’s Cushing Memorial
Park, Waltham’s Prospect Park, and the Bay Circuit Trail and Greenway.
Kids can track activity and earn points toward rewards that range from
water bottles to a free stay at AMC’s Ponkapoag Camp in Randolph,
Massachusetts.
	Informational Outdoors Rx brochures with a locator map are available
in English, Spanish, and Portuguese. Financial support for the initial
development of the Outdoors Rx program was provided by the George
Macomber Family Foundation and the Highland Street Foundation.
—AMC

Tar Sands Oil Pipeline Controversy Heats Up in New England
A proposal to pipe diluted bitumen, or oil extracted from sand in Canada
and mixed with natural gas, has gained attention and controversy in New
England because the expected pipe route is one that ends in Portland, Maine.
The so-called Trailbreaker proposal pursued by Enbridge, Inc., first arose
several years ago. Enbridge first proposed to send tar sands oil from Alberta,
Canada, to the Northeast through the Portland–Montreal pipeline, which
currently carries crude oil in the other direction. The Trailbreaker pipeline
would not create new pipeline, but would use existing tar sands and crude oil
pipelines through Ontario and Quebec, and finally to Portland.
The proposal was shelved in 2009, but in 2011, Enbridge filed a permit
application for reversing the flow on a section of crude oil pipeline in Ontario.
Although Enbridge claims that this permit application is a separate project,
some believe it could be the beginning of the Trailbreaker project.
Tar sands oil is more corrosive than crude oil, and its transport poses risks
that aging conventional oil pipeline systems were not designed to handle. To
make the bitumen light enough to go through a pipe, it must be mixed with
natural gas liquids. It is then called tar sands diluted bitumen and has acidic
concentrations as much as twenty times higher than conventional crude oil,
and contains ten times more sulfur. As it is pumped through pipelines, its
temperature increases, amplifying the corrosive qualities of the acidic oil that
also has abrasive materials such as quartz and silicates in the mix. The Natural
Resources Defense Council, writing in a document opposing Canada’s
proposed Keystone XL bitumen pipeline, describes this form of oil as “fast,
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hot, and toxic liquid sandpaper.” The risk of spills would be greater in the
case of Trailbreaker because one of the pipelines for the Portland–Montreal
pipeline was built in 1950. (Note: One of the pipelines lies adjacent to Bethel,
Maine, along the Androscoggin River, and adjacent to the home of this News
and Notes editor.)
Compared with crude oil pipeline, tar sands pipeline spills occur at a
higher rate and bring more severe damage. Between 2007 and 2010, pipelines
carrying tar sands oil in North Dakota, Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Michigan
spilled almost three times as much oil per mile of pipeline compared with the
U.S. national average. According to Enbridge’s data, between 1999 and 2010,
the company had 804 spills, releasing 6.8 million gallons of hydrocarbons.
The damage done by a tar sands oil spill can be more severe than crude oil,
including explosions, neurotoxins, and, most importantly, damage to water
quality. The current Portland–Montreal pipeline traverses across and near
multiple waterways, including ones that provide drinking water. These areas
include Lake Ontario; the Saint Lawrence, Connecticut, and Androscoggin
rivers; and Sebago Lake.
	Several Maine cities and towns passed resolutions in opposition to transporting tar sands oil through their communities via the pipeline. These
include Portland, Bridgton, Bethel, Harrison, Casco, and Waterford, and
others. Grassroots and coalition movements have developed in Vermont,
New Hampshire, and Maine. Organizations that are commenting on this
project include the Sierra Club, the National Resources Defense Council, the
Natural Resources Council of Maine, the National Wildlife Federation, the
Environmental Defense Fund, and Equiterre.
—Sally Manikian

Appalachian Trail Takes Center Stage
The Appalachian Trail, and thru-hikers’ experiences along it, is famous in
poems, songs, essays, books, and oral history. Most recently, the AT has been
captured in an independent play that debuted in New York in June 2013.
Playwright Brenton Lengel hiked the trail in sections between 2006 and 2008
and wrote North to Maine: A Journey on the Appalachian Trail.
The main character, Adam, heads out on the trail to search for adventure,
which is similar to what took Lengel out on the trail. The playwright wrote,
“My time spent walking from white blaze to white blaze along ‘The People’s
Trail’ became the major catalyzing event of my life. I came to the wilderness
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a confused young adult with a lot of ideas, dreams, ambition, and little else,
and somewhere on that winding green footpath, I became a man. There are
thousands of people, like me, who have had that experience, and hundreds of
thousands more for whom the trail has been a major life-changing influence,
and that, to me, is inspiring.”
Adam gathers a group of fellow thru-hikers who go by such trail names
as Rock-Stabber, Juice-Box, and Creature Man. They start in Shenandoah
National Park in Virginia. The play attempts to capture both the experience
of learning how to backpack long distances and the social experience of being
on the trail with other thru-hikers.
—Sally Manikian

U.S. Geographic Names Board Approves New Name
for a Mount Washington Crag
The lands of our world seem thoroughly explored and documented, with
nothing undiscovered. It seems every feature has a name, although many of
those names replaced perfectly good names that had been given by previous
residents. Have any significant points lacked a name all this time?
	Imagine yourself as an explorer during the “golden age” of discovery, being
the first to report some new landmark and to have the chance to name it.
Given the chance, how would you choose the name? Would the name honor
someone you admired? Would pride lead you to use your own name or your
children’s names? Would you ignore local names the way those who named
Sagarmatha and Chomolungma “Mount Everest” did?
Hiking on mountains is my passion, my classroom, my fitness gym, my
spiritual retreat, and my church. I don’t climb mountains “because they are
there.” I climb because the mountains offer refuge from the stress, chaos, and
decay of the human-made world. I am grateful that the mountains remain,
for the most part, beyond human development or “improvement.”
	Sometime during the past six years, when I explored the eastern side of
the Presidential Range in the White Mountains of New Hampshire, I noticed
a peak located between Nelson Crag and Ball Crag on the Chandler Ridge
of Mount Washington. This peak was quite prominent when viewed from
the north or northeast. But none of my maps showed a name for this peak.
I asked many people, and no one knew the name of the peak. Could it be
possible that no one had ever named it? I decided to try naming it, fully
expecting to be told that it already had a name.
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	I considered Washburn Crag in honor of explorer and cartographer Bradford Washburn. Then I remembered the name that the American Indians gave
to Mount Washington long before George Washington was born—Agiocochook, which means, “home of the Great Spirit.” Agiocochook Crag seemed
perfect. It would blend the spiritual aspect of mountains with my desire to
honor the American Indian culture, which stresses closeness to spirituality
and nature.
	I applied to the U.S. Board of Geographical Names. About eight months
later, a letter from the board arrived. When I opened it, I was shocked to read
that they had approved my suggestion! Soon after, I visited the crag. From
Pinkham Notch, I ascended the Huntington Ravine Trail. Just before the
Mount Washington Auto Road, I turned right onto Nelson Crag Trail. At a
small rise, Agiocochook Crag rose to the left. Avoiding alpine plants by stepping only on bare rocks, I rock-hopped to the peak. What an amazing view
from the fourth highest peak in the Northeast!
—Steve Perry
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A Polar Bear Prays for Colder Days Ahead
The world is melting beneath us.
Every year the ice pack shrinks, and we have to swim
farther and farther to fill our bellies.
We are not fish. We need the respite. Besides, it is on the ice
that we catch seals and the occasional walrus—
even they need a place to hoist their weary bulk from the sea.
To quiet our raging hunger, we ramble inland,
root on the tundra, compete with wolves and grizzlies for caribou.
It is no easy thing to lose a world.
Some of us will be gone by the time you finish reading this.
John Smelcer

John Smelcer, an Alaska Native American, is the author of 40 books, including
Songs from the Outcast (American Indian Studies Center, UCLA, 2000) and Without
Reservation (Truman State University Press, 2003). He teaches literature and creative
writing at Binghamton University, State University of New York.
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Rare Northern and Southern Species Overlap on Little-Known
Connecticut Ridges
The trap rock ridges of Connecticut comprise a string of small
hills stretching from the coast of Long Island Sound to its northern border.
Each hill is a freestanding hump (to put it unscientifically), with a westfacing cliff and a very gradual incline facing east. Because the trap rock ridges
rise less than 1,000 feet above sea level and overlook interstate highways
and cities, many people don’t notice them. The authors of a new bulletin,
Trap Rock Ridges of Connecticut, contend that these ridges, which harbor threatened animals and plants, remain vastly undervalued as habitat in
southern New England.
Most of the ridges remain in private hands. Development threatens from all
sides. Quarries still remove, each year, 7,000 metric tons of stone, crushing it,
mostly for local roadbeds and foundations. But more than a hundred miles of
hiking trails allow access to these beautiful hills, which provide long views and
a refuge from the nearby road noise. During the past decade and a half, some
of the ridge town officials have passed zoning rules that forbid certain actions
or building on the ridges. A Connecticut state law gives further protection.
This research bulletin, which languished in state offices for a decade until
the Connecticut College Arboretum got involved, joins important work
environmental manager Cara Lee compiled in West Rock to the Barndoor Hills
(State of Connecticut, 1985) with summaries for the layperson of pertinent data
gleaned from wider-range taxonomic surveys. Penelope C. Sharp, a private
natural resources consultant, wrote most of the 57-page volume. Former
Connecticut State Geologist Ralph S. Lewis explains the violent past of glaciers
and volcanic activity that pushed the hills into position. The section on insects
is by David L. Wagner, professor of ecology and evolutionary biology at the
University of Connecticut. Their collaboration begs the question: Shouldn’t
scientists spend more time on these amazing, if small, natural communities?
The trap rock ridges so far have inspired few separate scientific studies, but this
book could push others to do more.
The ridges are nothing short of incredible. They line the state’s Central
Valley. About 250 million years ago, continental rifting (tearing apart) that
followed continental collisions of earlier epochs caused blocks of rock to drop
lower than surrounding regions, creating some of the trap rock hills. Other
A distant steep-on-one-side trap rock ridge, seen from the Metacomet Trail in East
Granby, Connecticut. JERRY AND MARCY MONKMAN
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ridges formed from lava flows, which created layers of rock, which then tilted
to the side when other rocks crashed into the layers. Later, glacial ice smoothed
the surfaces of the trap rock ridges and left behind sediments, or till. Interstates
84 and 691 offer the amazing sights of these tilted layers and the steep cliffs
overlooking flat valleys. It’s a wonder people can stay on the roads for looking
at the rock layers’ beauty. As Lewis explains, the ridges’ asymmetrical shapes,
the steep slopes with loose talus (rock debris) below, and the sediments on top,
create unique natural communities. The rock itself, he adds, is high in iron,
which makes the soils in this region basic (with a high pH). The rock also is
very high in minerals. Sharp notes that most of the endangered or threatened
plants and animals, and “species of special concern,” in Connecticut live on
the edges of their normal ranges, and so many species converge on these ridges.
Northern species at this southern end of their ranges rely on the trap rock
ridges because the ridges provide colder climates beneath the cliffs. Species
adapted to warmer climates find refuge in the ridges, too, because as a whole,
these massifs hold heat. The two microclimates on the ridges, plus the high-pH
limestone soils, increase species diversity.
Therefore, the gentler eastern slopes provide moist forestland, where sugar
maples (Acer saccharum), Dutchman’s breeches (Dicentra cucullaria), and
springbeauty (Claytonia virginica) thrive. In the cracks of the steep western cliffs,
Canada (red) columbine (Aquilegia canadensis) lives. On the west-facing talus
slopes, so-called because blocks of basalt shade the soil, such northern species
as striped maple (Acer pensylvanicum) and American yew (Taxus canadensis,
also known as Canada yew) live. The talus piles help northern trees such as
mountain ash to live beneath the cliffs. These trees usually live in northwestern
Connecticut, where the elevation is much higher. On a 93-degree Fahrenheit
day, scientists have measured soil below a talus cliff at 34 F.
Animal experts believe the trap rock ridges provide refuge to mammals,
reptiles, and birds, including the bobcat (Lynx rufus) and porcupine
(Erethizon dorsatum), the Northern copperhead (Agkistrodon contortrix)
and (in vernal pools on the slopes) the Jefferson’s salamander (Ambystoma
jeffersonianum), and the peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus). Insects thrive there,
too, including 25 species of butterfly. The Xerces Society’s annual butterfly
count on West Rock in New Haven has enumerated more butterflies in a
single day than any other counts in Connecticut; the columbine duskywing
(Erynnis lucilius), one of the state’s rarest butterflies, lives only on the trap rock
ridges. Some moths like the orange sallow (Rhodoecia aurantiago) live only on
these ridges, because its caterpillars rely on the yellow false foxglove (Aureolaria
flava), a rare plant that grows only on the ridges.
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Hikers experience this intense trap rock world on the New England Trail,
the National Scenic Trail (combining the Mattabesett and Metacomet Trails)
that climbs and descends the string of trap rock ridges. These trails are part of
the Blue-Blazed Hiking Trails, maintained by the Connecticut Forest & Park
Association. Rock climbers explore Ragged Mountain and hang gliders jump
off Talcott Mountain. These adventure seekers constitute a small but fervent
constituency for conservation of the trap rock ridges.
The book, Trap Rock Ridges of Connecticut: Natural History & Land Use,
by Penelope C. Sharp with Ralph S. Lewis, David L. Wagner, and Cara Lee
(Hartford and New London, Connecticut: Connecticut College Arboretum
and Connecticut Department of Energy and Environmental Protection, 2013),
costs $10 and is available from either organization.
—Christine Woodside
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Books of Note
In High Places with Henry David Thoreau:
The New Hiker’s Guide to Thoreau’s Mountain Travels
By John Gibson
Woodstock, Vermont: The Countryman Press, 2013
200 pages. ISBN: 978-1-58157-196-7. Price: $18.95 (paperback)
Most people associate Henry David Thoreau with Walden Pond,
where he spent two years, two months, and two days before publishing in 1854
what is considered the conservation movement’s seminal volume, Walden,
or Life in the Woods. But the celebrated author, philosopher, naturalist, and
transcendentalist also extensively explored the rest of New England and
beyond, making twenty mountain excursions before his death at age 44 in
1862. He incorporated accounts of his wanderings in essays, journals, and
such works as “Ktaadn and the Maine Woods.”
	In this new guide to places Thoreau explored, author John Gibson takes
us to these summits, attempting to recreate what Thoreau experienced as
well as reflecting on what has changed during the past century and a half.
It’s a daunting task because many contemporary trails and landmarks didn’t
exist then, and retracing nineteenth-century footsteps proved even more
challenging because Thoreau was something of a bushwhacker.
	I found the most compelling aspect of the twelve ascents highlighted
in Gibson’s well-researched book is not the actual climbs, but the arduous
journeys to the trailheads. Most of us who scale Mount Washington today
first drive to Pinkham Notch or Ammonoosuc Ravine and then hike about
four miles of well-traveled paths to the summit. Likewise, the most popular
route up Katahdin, the Hunt Trail, begins only a little more than a mile from
Katahdin Stream Campground.
Thoreau did not have it so easy. For his first visit to the White Mountains—
then called the Great White Hills—Thoreau and his brother, John, built a
16-foot vessel equipped with oars, a sail, and wheels for numerous portages,
and set out on a 170-mile journey from Concord, Massachusetts. (Thoreau
chronicled this leg of the expedition in his book, A Week on the Concord and
Merrimack Rivers.)
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At Plymouth, new Hampshire, the pair abandoned their boat, strapped
on crude packs, and tramped the rest of the way on foot. Likewise, his expedition to Katahdin, then situated north of even the remotest logging camps,
required a long approach by horse and buggy, a grueling slog over wilderness
terrain and poling upriver.
i enjoyed reading these descriptions and developed a greater appreciation
for Thoreau’s spirit of adventure. Gibson, who has written several new England travel books and hiking guides, relies on his own background as well as
Thoreau’s writings to propel the narrative.
sometimes the bouncing back and forth in time is a little jarring, which
probably has more to do with the book’s concept than Gibson’s prose. But
this is a minor point—all in all, the book succeeds in inspiring us to embrace
the wilderness, just as Thoreau did in his many works.
—Steve Fagin
Book Review Editor

Forests for the People: The Story of
America’s Eastern National Forests
By Christopher Johnson and David Govatski
Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 2013
394 pages. ISBN: 978-1-61091-010-1.
Price: $35 (paperback)
it’s easy to take for granted sUch eXqUisite
treasures as new Hampshire’s White Mountains or
Virginia’s shenandoah national Park. After all, most
people assume that because forests and mountains have always existed they
will remain preserved in perpetuity.
in reality, protecting and responsibly managing East Coast woodlands has
been a long, often-bitter struggle, and if it weren’t for the foresightedness and
persistence of dedicated individuals, much of the magnificent natural areas
we now enjoy would be dotted with subdivisions, crisscrossed with highways
and paved over with parking lots.
in Forests for the People: The Story of America’s Eastern National
Forests, writer Christopher Johnson and forester David Govatski give credit
to such pioneering conservationists as John Wingate Weeks, a Massachusetts
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congressman who introduced legislation that allowed the federal government to buy privately owned forestlands and start to create the eastern
national forests.
Weeks had to overcome opposition from conservative lawmakers backed
by timber companies and other business interests, whose arguments more than
a century ago sound remarkably like objections to environmental regulation
made by modern-day developers. “Not one cent for scenery!” thundered
Speaker of the House Joseph G. Cannon, who unsuccessfully attempted to
block a vote on the act because he said it represented an unjustified expansion
of federal power.
	Nevertheless, the proposed bill, championed by such early conservationists
as Philip Wheelock Ayres, the first forester of the Society for the Protection
of New Hampshire Forests, passed in 1911. The Weeks Act later was expanded
and applied to western forests as well, and eventually helped create the
Allegheny, White Mountain, Green Mountain, Pisgah, George Washington,
and Ottawa national forests.
Forests for the People offers detailed descriptions of political infighting and
government policy-making and contains as many charts, maps, and graphs
as a textbook, so those seeking accounts of adventure in the wilderness
might find it wonkish. But the book is a valuable reference, and a cautionary
tale. The authors, who strive for a balance that preserves forests but allows
responsible harvesting of trees for timber and firewood, warn that relentless
economic pressures continuously threaten our nation’s woodlands.
Johnson and Govatski urge people today to adhere to the principles of one
of the heroes of their book, Gifford Pinchot, the first chief of the U.S. Forest
Service and a governor of Pennsylvania, who established a policy of planned
use and renewal. He also coined the term conservation ethic.
“Gifford Pinchot was a visionary who poured his love of forests into one of
the great achievements in American environmental history: the restoration of
the country’s eastern national forests to provide timber and other services for
an expanding nation, protect thousands of valuable species of flora and fauna,
and extend healthful recreation for millions of people,” Johnson and Govatski
write. “If we heed his words, the eastern national forests will thrive far into
the future and continue their rightful role in helping protect the health of
the planet.”
—Steve Fagin
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Sleeping Island: The Narrative of a Summer’s Travel in Northern
Manitoba and the Northwest Territories
By P. G. Downes
Ottawa, Canada: McGahern Stewart Publishing, 2011
294 pages. ISBN: 978-0-9868600-0-3. Price: $34.95 (paperback)
One evening many years ago, as we were sitting around the
campfire deep in the Canadian wilderness, the conversation turned to favorite
books on canoe tripping. When I asked one of my companions, an avid
collector and reader of such books, for his choice, he immediately replied:
Sleeping Island. By 1966, that book, published in 1943, was then long out of
print, but fortunately, I found a copy in our nearby Concord Public Library.
Not too surprising, for Concord, Massachusetts, had been the author’s
hometown.
	In more recent times, publishers have reissued that classic, but some
editions were marred by errors and sloppy editing. The most recent, and best
by far, is this 2011 edition by McGahern Stewart Publishing, with copious
notes by R.H. Cockburn and many additional photos, sketches, and maps by
the author.
	It is an account of Downes’s 1939 trip by canoe from the remote outpost
of Brochet into the Barren Grounds of northern Canada. Quoting from the
introduction by Cockburn, “As a narrative of an arduous canoe voyage, Sleeping Island has few equals. Downes was fortunate to have traveled when he did
into little-known unmapped country, where the natives still lived on the land.
Here are vivid descriptions of trial and error on rivers and lakes, of poling
and paddling, and of sweat-drenched portages. Deserted trading posts decay
along abandoned trade routes.”
	Some winter’s eve, throw another log on the fire and travel with the author
into this land of mystery and way of life that have both now vanished into
oblivion.
—Stewart Coffin
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Dirt Work: An Education in the Woods
By Christine Byl
Boston: Beacon Press, 2013
225 pages. ISBN: 978-0-8070-0100-4. Price: $24.95
(hardcover)
“A woman on a trail crew is like a dog in a
swimming pool,” Christine Byl writes early in Dirt
Work, a smart, muscular, and beautiful book that
chronicles Byl’s sixteen years as a “traildog” in Glacier
and Denali National Parks, hauling boulders, digging
drainage, clearing blowdowns, and building bridges. “Even if it can swim,
when it jumps in, it gets noticed.” By men and women alike.
“How’d a pretty girl like you get a job like this? What, are all the men too lazy?
. . . Who carries your tools up here? . . . Isn't a girl with a chain saw sexy?. . .”
	In light of the Appalachian Mountain Club’s historic commitment to
improvements for both women and trails, Dirt Work deserves to find wide readership here in Appalachia, in pages once edited by Miriam O’Brien Underhill,
a pioneer of women’s alpinism who invented a new sport, “manless climbing,”
more than 80 years ago to gain access to the world of solo mountaineering.
A generation after Underhill made her historic solo ascent of the Alps’
Aiguille du Grépon, Byl joined her first trail crew, in Glacier National Park.
Just out of college and “green as spring,” Byl started swinging and digging at
the place where gender and outdoor culture meet—a place, Byl writes, “more
interwoven—more interesting—than dichotomies”—education, not labor;
male, not female—“allow.” It’s hard not to hear echoes of Underhill: “The
essence of guideless climbing is . . . a lot of fun,” she wrote in her 1934 National
Geographic essay, “Manless Alpine Climbing,” “and I saw no reason why this
pleasure should be closed to women.” There are pleasure and fun in the essence
of trail work, too, and Byl has written a vivid and passionate tribute.
Dirt Work is “not meant to be a memoir or a how-to manual, not a wilderness
treatise or a polemic on how anyone should live,” writes Byl in her introduction,
but “a story” and “a love song.” Byl braids passages that are at turns memoiristic,
reportorial, and essayistic—an approach that serves the “more interwoven”
places she explores. Each chapter begins with a profile of a tool, an elegant
choice, respectful of both form and function: Axe, Rock Bar, Chainsaw, Boat,
Skid Steer, Shovel. “Tools have taught me plenty, free of judgment,” she writes,
“and I mean to pay them due by hanging the book’s framework on their pegs.”
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Byl, who holds a degree in philosophy, puts the tools to good use, meditating on
such questions as what is home, what is work, what is wild: “Wild will fight for
itself. Wild is unhemmed, cuffs dragging in the mud, fist balled up, thumping.
Wilderness requires paperwork to bolster it, but wildness is wisp of instinct.”
In pacing and approach, Dirt Work feels very much like a long-distance hike, at
least to this reader, with discoveries both big (“No one can do all the dirt work.
No one should do none”) and small (“Older Stihls without a decompression
button are notoriously hard to start”), steps both simple and hazardous—
all of it worthy of lyricism. Like a well-built rock staircase, Dirt Work is as
poetic as it is practical.
During a recent conversation from her home in Alaska, where she lives
with her husband and owns and runs a trail design and construction company,
Byl said, “I really enjoy working with men. I really enjoy all-female crews.” Byl
hears equally from women and men, she told me. “After readings, a woman
will say, ‘I used to drive an excavator.’ Or a man will say, ‘Oh, I worked as
a laborer one summer.’ It’s been gratifying that the book’s connection with
readers is universal.”
—Catherine Buni
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Vixen
Here on the farm the vixen
hunts during the day; how
exquisitely she moves, how beautifully
fox-red, whenever she breaks off
the language of her body that intends
never to be seen. Last Sunday, I crossed
over to the windbreak
of leafless trees, among the hummocks
that descend into the drainage ditch beyond
where she was tracking,
unaware of my immediacy, within a few
yards, so mindful was she of mice, of rats
in the matted stalks of the meadow.
This afternoon, she emerged
in the clearing beyond the barn. I watched
her stretch and shake
luxuriously, so unconstrained
after a day and night of winter rain. Now,
she begins to trail
a new scent, nose down
among the dark roots of the browned grass.
Sinewed, she articulates open
ground on black-furred feet—
a streak of flame igniting the wind, a mind
at one with the conflagration
of the moment, shoulders
hunched, arched hair on neck, her vernacular
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perpetual patrol
and reconnaissance,
her sudden disappearance only an exhibition
of her sudden reappearance,
her reappearance the command parlance
of her disguise among what is apparent in
her inexorable leap,
pouncing on a meadow vole,
on whatever stirs beneath her, as our hearts
quicken, her foam-flecked tongue
flashing, the tail of her succulent prey
brandished between the wedge of her jaws.
Wally Swist

Wally Swist is the author of more than twenty books and chapbooks of poetry.
His most recent book is Huang Po and the Dimensions of Love (Southern Illinois
University Press, 2012). His book Velocity was published by Virtual Artists Collective
of Chicago in 2013.
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A Peak Ahead

Getting Found on
the Long Walk

F

ootfalls echo in the memory,” T.S. Eliot wrote in
The Four Quartets, “Down the passage which we did not take/Towards
the door we never opened.” Such regrets and stresses roil around the brains
of many people who take to the mountains, where it often feels easier to sort
out those choices we have made and haven’t made yet.
In the Summer/Fall 2014 issue of Appalachia, we examine six kinds of
long journeys.
Three of them take place in the White Mountains of New Hampshire.
Andrew Riely traces the impact of Camp Pasquaney’s “long walk” on the
boys who have done it for more than a century. Middlebury College student
Caroline Santinelli writes of girls who learn what they can do while they
walk over history on the Franconia Ridge. New Hampshire writer and runner
Doug Mayer explains the growing phenomenon of mountain trail running.
Christopher Johnson is back with a profile of the psychologist who invented
“flow”: Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi honed that theory studying mountaineers.
The wife of a former Tenth Mountain Division Soldier named Franz Alt
contacted us to say she’d found a diary entry about a long ramble he took in
1943. We share that story with you, and Washington, D.C.-based writer Trish
Anderton places it in context.
Our sixth long walk is mine. I tell the story of four people who dragged
gear and Eliot’s paperback up the Appalachian Trail.
William Geller describes the old-time logging in Maine’s Hundred-Mile
Wilderness. Ryan Harvey studies the lessons he learned recovering a climber’s
body on Mount Washington. On the 50th anniversary of the Wilderness Act,
writer and former forester Rebecca Oreskes talks with researcher Peter Landres
about the ecological frontier of wilderness. Adirondack steward Devon
Reynolds considers what happens when cell phone people live without them.
—Christine Woodside
chris@chriswoodside.com
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“I started reading Appalachia for the accident reports, but I kept
reading for the great features.” — Mohamed Ellozy, subscriber
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